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Overview 
The environmental underpinnings and implications of development have long been the focus of international 
attention, and certainly since 1983 when the General Assembly of the United Nations formed the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED). The WCED went on to publish its findings in 1987, 
which subsequently became known as the Brundtland Report. The realisation that environmental problems have 
major implications for humanity, while their solution often challenges existing forms of governance and 
orthodox views, and that all nations stand to benefit from sustainable forms of development, drove 
establishment of the WCED.  Although the subject has changed dramatically over the last two to three decades, 
issues such as environmental degradation, sustainability and governance continue to feature prominently in 
environment and development discourse.     

This talk focuses on environment and development in Africa.  Africa is commonly thought of as the most under-
developed continent in the world (after Antarctica), with abundant natural resources, notably wildlife, but 
frequently beset by disasters and war. Africa is a huge – perhaps surprising large to those who suffer from 
immappancy (caused by insufficient geographical knowledge) - and complex continent, comprised of more than 
50 countries.  Many African countries could perhaps be described as lion economies as they have managed to 
post consistently high rates of growth over the last decade or so, despite the economic down-turn in Europe and 



North America. Indeed, some projections indicate that in the next 2-3 decades Africa will come to account for a 
larger share of world trade than Europe.  A combination of abundant resources, increasing wealth among some 
members of the population and high rates of GDP growth have attracted attention from outside the continent, 
including from many resource-strapped Asian countries, notably India, China, Japan and Korea. 

 

Several challenges remain, and have been added to by recent economic development. Huge disparities in wealth 
and quality of life are now apparent in many African countries, and there have been great difficulties in 
converting GDP growth to poverty alleviation, especially in rural areas. The environment has also suffered 
heavily, as a result of deforestation, soil erosion, and atmospheric and aquatic pollution.   

Health and environment are frequently closely linked in Africa. This is particularly the case for water-related and 
vector-borne diseases, such as cholera and malaria. Climate change poses a major – and often over-looked – 
challenge to health.  Moreover, the health impacts of climate change are an example of the injustices of climate 
change: the poorest and weakest in society will be affected most acutely, with sub-Saharan Africa countries 
(contributing only a very small proportion of global greenhouse gas emissions) likely to carry the heaviest 
burden of all. This talk concludes with a discussion of the development implications of environmental – including 
climate - change in sub-Saharan Africa. Focusing on health and eastern Africa, the paper outlines the magnitude 
of the problem in a region already characterised by poor health, low levels of preventative care and inadequate 
investment in both health delivery and climate change science.   

 



About the Speaker 
Professor David Taylor is currently Chair of the Tropical Environmental Change 
Research Group and Graduate Studies Coordinator in the Department of 
Geography at NUS. Prior to re-joining NUS, David was Chair (University Professor) 
of Geography at Trinity College, University of Dublin, a position he held from 
January 2001 and also Chair of Trinity International Development Initiative  
(TIDI: http://www.tcd.ie/tidi/). He also served for almost five years as Head of 
Department of Geography, for three years Head of School of Natural Sciences and 
for two years as Acting Senior Dean. 
 

David is currently a member of the European Science Foundation (ESF)’s Panel of 
Reviewers, the Governing Council for the British Academy-funded British Institute 

in Eastern Africa (http://www.biea.ac.uk/) and the Board of Trustees of the Mary Robinson Foundation-Climate 
Justice (http://www.mrfcj.org/). He is also a member of the editorial boards of the journals The Holocene and 
The Anthropocene. Both journals focus on the relatively recent (in Earth Science terms) history of environmental, 
including climate change. 
 

David’s research examines the human dimensions of environmental change, particularly in Africa and Asia. His 
main area of interest is in human-environment interactions in the developing world, and in particular the ways 
in which environmental, including climate, changes can act as significant pressures on vulnerable societies. His 
research seeks to understand environmental pressures in the relatively recent past and at present, and to use 
this understanding as a basis for policy-relevant, improved anticipations of future changes and their implications. 
He is currently involved in two, major externally-funded research projects in Africa.  First, he is lead PI and 
scientific coordinator of the European Union’s Framework Programme 7-funded HEALTHY FUTURES research 
project (http://www.healthyfutures.eu), which commenced in January 2011 and is investigating environmental 
change impacts on vector-borne diseases (such as malaria) in eastern Africa.  Second, David leads a Work 
Package (WP 2) that forms part of an Irish overseas development aid-funded research project (NOURISH). The 
NOURISH project is examining links between malnutrition and a low survival rate of people with HIV-AIDS who 
are receiving treatment based on antiretroviral (ARV) therapy.  One characteristic of the study area for WP 2 of 
the NOURISH project - Karamoja in northern Uganda - is high levels of food insecurity and malnutrition, largely 
as a result of periodic environmental stress, recent climate change and two decades of political instability.  A 
second feature is that ARVs do not appear to work anywhere near as well as they do elsewhere, and this may be 
in part due to high levels of malnutrition. WP 2 of NOURISH is also investigating the feasibility of developing and 
using a locally-produced Ready-to-Use Therapeutic Food (RUTF) supplement as a means of fostering nutritional 
security. 

http://www.tcd.ie/tidi/
http://www.biea.ac.uk/
http://www.mrfcj.org/
http://www.healthyfutures.eu/

