
EDITORIAL

Africa: A Grand Challenge 
for Sustainable Development
Even 20 years ago, the Brundtland Commission was aware 
of the African exceptionalism that persists today. Africa had 
the longest index entry in the commission’s report. Today, all 
developing country regions have shown marked improvement 
except for sub-Saharan Africa. For example, between 1980 and 
2000, economic growth per capita in 56 developing countries 
in Asia and Latin America increased 4.4 percent per year, 
while it declined by 0.6 percent in sub-Saharan Africa. Annual 
food production per capita in Asia grew by 2.3 percent and in 
Latin America by 0.9 percent, but it declined in tropical Africa 
by 0.01 percent. The number of people living on $1 or less per 
day declined by 25 percent in South Asia and 50 percent in 
East Asia but grew by 4 percent in sub-Saharan Africa.

Scientists and policymakers suggest many causes for this 
African exceptionalism but offer few conclusions.  The geopo-
litical explanation focuses on a heritage of colonialism that left 
little infrastructure or economic, health, or education systems 
in place and created conflict-laden borders and many, small, 
landlocked nations: perfect conditions for future problems. 
Added to this was the lack of effective or sufficient develop-
ment aid and the failure of a globalized economy to bring ben-
efits to Africa: U.S. and European policies still block African 
access to global markets.  

The “poverty trap” explanation shows how Africans are 
locked in a vicious circle: little savings lead to low capital 
investment, which leads to less education and fewer skills, 
which leads to little savings.   The governance explanation 
attributes African exceptionalism to a culture that counters 
entrepreneurship with ties of ethnicity and family, leading to 
conflict and maintaining high levels of corruption.  

Most recently, the geography explanation blames the excep-
tionalism on the extensive aridity, poor soils, and endemic dis-
ease of the African continent; the scattered populations in 
many small landlocked nations; and the highest population 
growth rates in the world. My own assessment is that geopoli-
tics, poverty, governance, and geography all contribute to Afri-
can exceptionalism, although the respective importance of 
each varies by region, country, and locality.

The most promising efforts to address African exceptional-
ism within the context of sustainability science and policy deal 
directly with its varied causes.  The New Partnership for Afri-
ca’s Development (NEPAD) is one of many pan-African initia-
tives for better governance. Despite the failures to end conflicts 
in Chad, Sudan, and Somalia and the retreat from democracy in 
Zimbabwe, governance has improved. Violent conflicts have 
virtually ended in the Congo, Ivory Coast, Liberia, and Sierra 

Leone and have been prevented in Burundi and Togo. The 
increasing leadership from major African nations has been 
inspiring, and peaceful transitions of power are slowly emerg-
ing as a norm.

Several small-scale but important experiments in escaping 
the poverty trap include the Millennium Village experiments 
planned for 12 countries and the effort to provide local capital 
and initiative in Nigeria through 800 community banks and 
links to the extensive Nigerian diaspora. Increasingly, education 
and science are also seen as mechanisms to escape the poverty 
trap, and new initiatives seek to overcome the limits of small, 
poor countries. 

Finally, the limits of geography are being addressed (the effort 
against illness is spearheaded by the Gates Foundation). Popula-
tion growth continues to slow with reduced births, and unfortu-
nately, increased deaths from AIDS and tuberculosis. But the 
most important way of reversing agricultural decline and over-
coming the limits of the land is to make fertilizer available and 
affordable. Farmers in other developing country regions use 8 to 
15 times more fertilizer per hectare than African farmers. Until 
that changes, African exceptionalism will persist.

—Robert W. Kates

Geopolitics, poverty, governance, 
and geography all contribute 
to African exceptionalism.
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BYTES OF NOTE

Exploring Environmental Archives

Environmental research is increasingly historical research, 
and the history of environment as a policy issue goes back fur-
ther than one might think. The U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency was founded almost four decades ago (http://www 
.epa.gov/history). Rachel Carson published Silent Spring, her 
exposé on the negative effects of pesticide use, in 1962 (see 
http://webtext.library.yale.edu/xml2html/beinecke 
.CARSON.nav.html for a guide to her papers at Yale Univer-
sity’s Beinecke Library). Much further back, near the end of 
the U.S. Civil War, George Perkins Marsh (http://bailey2 
.uvm.edu/specialcollections/gpmorc.html) published Man 
and Nature, an examination of human impacts on the natural 
world. Recently, the inherent use of time series data in the 
study of climate change (http://cdiac.ornl.gov/trends/trends 
.htm) should make us realize how earlier thought, action, tech-
nology, and policy form the context of today’s environmental 
dilemmas. Historical archives, then, should play an increasing-
ly important role in environmental research and reassessment.

Unlike libraries, archives by definition house unique materi-
als and therefore present unique research challenges. There is 
no Dewey Decimal System for archives, and the specialized 
terminology used by archivists can make it difficult to get start-
ed (http://www.archivists.org/glossary/list.asp). Furthermore, 
there are thousands of archival repositories around the world 
(http://www.uidaho.edu/special-collections/Other 
.Repositories.html), so how does one find materials of inter-
est? A good place to start is the National Union Catalog of 
Manuscript Collections (http://www.loc.gov/coll/nucmc). This 
is a searchable, general—but by no means exhaustive—listing 
of manuscript collections. Search results point to local collec-
tion guides, known as “finding aids,” which usually describe 
the contents of boxes, cartons, folders, or even individual docu-
ments. Sometimes digital images are available on the holding 
institution’s Web site, but in most cases users must travel to 
explore a collection further. 

The Library of Congress has been particularly good at 
making the cream of archival collections available digitally. 
Its American Memory site (http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/
index.html) features collections including “Environmen-
tal Photographs,” “American Landscape and Architectural 
Design,” “Mapping the National Parks,” and “Evolution of the 
Conservation Movement.” While the Library of Congress owns 
historical documents from many points of origin, the National 
Archives (http://www.archives.gov/research/tools/index 

.html) preserves the ongoing records of U.S. environmental 
agencies and presidential administrations. For international 
materials, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (http://www.unesco.org/cgi-bin/webworld/
portal_archives/cgi/page.cgi?d=1) is a good starting point. 

For a more environmentally focused, multi-institution search, 
try the Forest History Society’s databases (http://www 
.foresthistory.org/Research/databases.html). These include a 
guide to environmental archival collections in North America, 

U.S. Forest Service history collections, and a searchable 
35,000-entry bibliography of environmental history titles. 

Other archives of note include the Denver Public Library 
Conservation Collection (http://history.denverlibrary.org/ 
collections/conservation.html), a nationally known repository 
of environmental materials, and Harvard College Library’s 
Environmental Science and Public Policy Archives (http://hcl 
.harvard.edu/libraries/littauer/collections/esppa.html), 
which has strong collections relating to global environmental 
conferences and ozone diplomacy. The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers offers an impressive set of water resources and other 
historical materials (http://www.usace.army.mil/publications/
eng-pamphlets/ceho.htm), including a long oral history inter-
view with natural hazards pioneer Gilbert F. White. The Water 
Resources Center Archives at the University of California at 
Berkeley (http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/WRCA) is another 
good source for water management history. 

For those interested in preserving their own materials, the 
Web guide at Harvard’s Weissman Preservation Center (http://
preserve.harvard.edu/bibliographies/personalcollections 
.html) offers helpful information, although it may save work to 
donate the materials (http://www.archivists.org/publications/
donating-familyrecs.asp) to an environmental repository such 
as those mentioned above; a regional, state, or local historical 
society; or an academic or public library special collection.

GEORGE E. CLARK is the environmental resources librarian at the 
Harvard College Library. Material for Bytes of Note may be directed to 
him at george_clark@harvard.edu.
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