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TO THE TEACHER

Suggestions for teaching about the
UNITED NATIONS AND THE ENVIRONMENT

This guide, derived from the UNEP/UNESCO Programme on Environmental Education, describes a few simple ways that have been found to be effective
in teaching about the United Nations and the Environment. It suggests WHY the topic is important and interesting and HOW it can fit into the classroom
experience. We hope these examples will stimulate your own ideas and help your students appreciate the significance of United Nations work.

WHY teach about the Environment?

Teachers have found the environment an exciting and rewarding
topic. Itis globaland local—scientificand social; it deals with basic
needsand the quality of life—awareness and action. Since it includes
all natural and man-made, ecological, political, economic, technological,
social, legislative, cultural and aesthetic environments, different aspects
can be included in different subjects at every level of the curriculum. It
does not have to seem vast and remote, however, but can relate in
concrete ways to the everyday lives of your students.

Young people have shown that they are deeply concerned about
environmental questions, particularly those related to social and eco-
nomic injustice, life styles different from their own, and the kind of world
they will inherit. Environmental education appeals to them because it
involves more than classroom study; it means that they can participate
in community development.

Environmental study can also help students understand world
changes, the goals and work of the United Nations, and the movement
towards a New International Economic Order and a fairer distribution of
the earth’s resources.

WHAT are the Main Themes?

As always in teaching about the United Nations and any global con-
cern, several concepts stand out:

the ideal: a world community in which each living being has an equal
right to a full life; ,

the reality: the bases for a world community have been laid, but injus-
tice still exists at every level of life

—the earth is a single system of which man is a part

— people have common material and social needs which they meetin
different ways in different environments

— for geographic and political reasons, resources are unequally distrib-
uted

— resources are being depleted through industrialization, misuse and
population growth;

the urgent need for action: individuals and nations must co-operate to

conserve and share resources and to develop a decent environment for
all.

HOW: Approaches and Methods

Environmental education seeks to develop a world population that is
aware of and concerned about the environment and which will work co-
operatively to improve that environment. Cognitive and effective
methods will be needed so that environmental concern may become
part of a way of thought, feeling and behaving. It also means that educa-
tion cannot be confined to the classroom, but must become a life-long
process, combining learning and action in the community.

You may wish to introduce the environment as a part of the curriculum
or perhaps as the theme for special celebration on UN Day or World
Environment Day (June 5). In either case, a sequence such as the fol-
lowing has been found useful:

(1) Choice of topic. To begin, itis helpful to involve the class in choos-
ing a limited aspect of the environment which they consider to be of par-
ticular importance locally. Sample topics: water, air, food, population,
health, housing, employment, pollution, conservation, noise, tropical
rain forests, energy, transnational corporations, consumerism, transpor-
tation, human waste, land reform, marine life, urbanization, erosion,
migratory birds, etc. *

(2) Exploration. Students may next research the values and practices
of the local community and of other societies relating to the topic
chosen. In the case of water, for example, questions for inquiry
might be: :

- What would happen if there were no water? How is water used in farm-
ing, in industry, in your family? Is waste or pollution due to ignorance,
carelessness, greed? If water is misused, who and what are affected
today, in the future? Who decides how water is to be shared in your
community, in other communities? Is it shared according to who owns
it, who can pay for it, who needs it? When there are three times as
many people in the world, in what different ways will we need to share
resources, how will relations between people need to be different,
what differences will it make in the way we bring up our children?

(3) Action. The problem approach should not lead students to feel
overwhelmed and hopeless; rather they should learn that positive action
is being taken at many levels and that they themselves can participate.
They will need information about the programmes of the United Nations
relating to their topic (see Page 3 of this leaflet and “Resources” below),
community development projects in other countries and action to
improve the environment in their own nations. In addition they should
decide on an action project of their own.

Sample Action Projects: Projects can be small and limited in scope,
such as the one undertaken by an elementary literature class near Van-
couver, Canada. The pupils wrote and illustrated a book of poems about
ways that industrialization has led people to lose their concern for
nature and each other....In places as far apart as Sweden, Ghana and
the Philippines, schools have engaged in food-growing, or urban com-
munity clean-up and beautification, as a form of civic educa-
tion....Reforestation projects are also widespread. In Bulgaria, for
example, more than 5000 young people have joined “green patrols”
devoted to the protection, renovation and enrichment of nature....A
most ambitious project linking schools in Cuba, Panama, Peru and
Venezuela puts the school at the service of the community. Secondary
school students, teachers, government officials and community repre-
sentatives identify environmental problems; collect information through
interviews and on-the-spot studies; organize and analyze the informa-
tion; develop and evaluate alternative ways to deal with the problems;
and participate in planning and implementing action.

RESOURCES

The principal resource in environmental education is the local com-
munity itself. In addition, up-to-date information and audio-visual materi-
als on UN action in the various fields mentioned above can be procured
from the Office of Public Information, UNITED NATIONS, N.Y. 10017 or
from the nearest United Nations Information Centre. Particularly helpful
are materials prepared for the UN Conferences on the Environment,
Population, Habitat, Food, and Water. The UN Specialized Agencies
also have public information materials, poster sets, slides and periodi-
cals which are useful in the classroom.

For teaching ideas, techniques and accounts of pilot projects, write to
Connect, Environmental Education Section, Division of Pre-University
Science and Technology Education, UNESCO, 75700 Paris, France.

Industry and the environment




THE UNITED NATIONS AND THE ENVIRONMENT

“The earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth. All
things are connected. The rocky crests, the juices of the meadows, the
body heat of the pony, and man—all belong to the same family. What-
ever befalls the earth befalls the sons of the earth.” Chief Seattle, 1854.

WHAT is the Environment?

The earth—the earth that you stand on—is a single piece of matter
floating in space. Take a breath. This is the atmosphere that encases
the earth; itis the same air that the first human being breathed and it
may yet sustain your children and your children’s children. The sun-
shine, water, air and soil are precious because they have made possible
living things—plants and animals. All are interrelated and interdepen-
dent parts of a single delicate system. These surroundings, your family
and local, national and world communities are the environment in which
you live.

WHY are people concerned about the Environment?

The atmosphere, the sea and the land have endured so long and
seem so vast that itis difficult to believe that they can be affected by the
behaviour of human beings. Nevertheless, during the last fifty years the
environment has been changed in many ways, largely due to the rising
numbers of people living on the earth and to industrial development.

Ask your parents or grandparents how your own community has
changed since they were your age. They may mention that everything is
more crowded: more people, more buildings, more vehicles, more dirt
and trash, more noise and fewer trees and fields and animals. There
may be new factories and industries. Spring water, fresh food and fuel
may be harder to find and people may have to go farther to find work.
Perhaps they will observe that people buy mass-produced articles
rather than articles made by hand and that habits are more wasteful.
They may have more possessions and conveniences but the quality of
their lives may not always have improved.

Industry and technology may be causing other changes less easily
detected; such as ozone depletion, oil spills at sea or toxic chemicals in
food, water and air. Itis hard, too, for people to perceive how limited,
non-renewable resources are being wasted or gobbled up by industry.

Concern is also being felt for the quality of the lives of a majority of the
world’s people who are denied a decent environment and whose basic
human needs remain unfulfilled. Whether in city slums or impoverished
rural areas, it is difficult to survive and lead a full life without enough food
or clean water, healthy housing and sanitation or opportunities for
schooling and work.

These same conditions exist throughout the greater part of the world
and have led people to wonder what will happen in the next fifty years
when the world’s population is expected to be more than twice as large
as itis today. Will there be enough food and resources to go around?
Will the quality of life be better? Or will men destroy the natural environ-
ment and thus endanger the earth’s ability to sustain any life at all?

This concern about the environment has led people all over the world
to take action. International organizations, national governments and
local communities have begun to work together on different aspects of
the problem. They are helping one another to become aware of them, to
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change the dangerous habits of people and industries, to share limited
food and resources more fairly and to create an environment which will
be healthy, sane and enriching for all.

HOW is the United Nations helping develop a better
Environment?

Since the earth is a single system, much environmental action is of
necessity. As part of its work in helping to better people’s lives, the
United Nations family of organizations has spent many years on pro-
grammes relating to the environment. For example, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) during the
1950s and '60s tried to stop the spread of deserts through its Arid Zones
Programme and mounted major programmes in ocean and water
research.

By the late 1960s, however, with increasing air, water and marine
pollution, deterioration of once-fertile land and fishing areas, and dwin-
dling resources, the UN General Assembly decided that further steps
were urgently needed. Accordingly, in Stockholm the 1972 UN Confer-
ence on the Human Environment was held to discuss the problem
and work out a plan of action. It was decided that international collabo-
ration on a scale not yet seen in the history of the world was essential in
order to meet basic human needs and yet safeguard the environment
for future generations.

As aresult, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) was set up
with headquarters in Nairobi, Kenya. UNEP’s task is to promote interna-
tional co-operation in the environmental field with a view to protecting
and managing the environment as a common human heritage. This
does not mean solely trying to eliminate pollution and misuse of
resources in affluent areas; the larger goal is to improve the quality of
the lives of all people.

UNEP mobilizes, co-ordinates and helps develop the efforts of many
different international and national organizations in such areas as:

Understanding the problem. Provision of a source of assessed infor-
mation. In order to be willing to take action and to know what must be
done, people need reliable world-wide information. Through its “Earth-
watch” programme, UNEP monitors changes in the environment, col-
lects and shares scientific information and reports on the state of the
environment and on the “health” of the planet earth in general.

Changing habits. In the five years since the Stockholm meeting, other
conferences have been held on different aspects of the environment,
such as population, food, water, law of the sea, human settlements and
deserts. In these meetings and in a series of legal agreements, action
plans have been adopted whereby nations are encouraged to take
measures to stop waste, pollution and other harmful practices and to
protect endangered animals and plants, wetlands, the world'’s cultural
and natural heritage and the seas’ fish and other resources.

Developing in new ways. In all parts of the world UNEP is working with
other agencies in the UN family and with scientific and environmental
organizations to find alternate ways to improve people’s lives through
proper use of physical and social resources. The main areas of that
work and examples of some of the 400 projects underway are described
on the next page.

Different Ways of Managing the Environment

The UNITED NATIONS Environment Programmes

Terrestrial Systems: Land, Water and Deserts. More and more food
will be needed for the world's growing population. This means that the
Jand now in use must produce more and that new land must be put
under cultivation. In this work, care must be taken not to harm the envi-
ronment.

UNEP in co-operation with the Specialized Agencies and other orga-
nizations is trying to check loss of land through erosion, aridity, salinity
and encroaching cities. It is giving particular attention to arid and semi-
arid zones where it promotes the search for suitable new strains of
plants and animals. In tropical woodlands which cover so much of the
unused land in the world, types of food production which will not affect
the thin soil or upset the ecosystem are being sought. Many other
programmes develop better ways to use water in rural areas and inten-
sive farming methods appropriate to and accessible in a particular envi-
ronment. For example, in selected African and Latin American countries
UNEP, FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization) and UNESCO are
investigating the use of nitrogen-fixing bacteria for legume crops (e.g.
soybeans and cowpeas).

Preservation of the Marine Environment. The seas which cover 70
per cent of the world’s surface should be able to yield a great deal more
of the food and other resources needed in the next century. Through
research and legal conventions, UNEP is working with other agencies to
control the over-fishing and pollution of rivers, and the oil spills which
are now endangering marine life.

A particularly important pilot project has been undertaken in the Medi-
terranean, whose shallow semi-enclosed waters are being over-fished
and contaminated by the industries around its shores. The 18 riparian
countries have begun research and monitoring of the condition of the
sea, most have signed the Barcelona Convention agreeing to control
pollution and over-fishing, and they have begun plans for joint develop-
ment of that sea.

Human Settlements. Guidelines are being developed for the planning
and technology needed in both rural and urban settlements. These will
show how land, water and space can be used to create settlements
which satisfy people’s basic needs without destroying the natural envi-
ronment.

Urban development is extremely important because it is expected
that over half of the world'’s 7 billion people in the year 2100 will live in
cities much larger and more numerous than those of today.

As part of its urban demonstration projects in Indonesia and the
Philippines, UNEP is working with the UN HABITAT and Human Settle-
ments Foundation and other organizations to improve slum conditions
“on site”. Without tearing down existing buildings, gradual improve-
ments are being made, involving as much as possible the participation
of the residents. New techniques will be used to manage waste (sewage
decomposers, rainwater collectors, and recycling waste water) and to
substitute for scarce firewood other renewable sources of energy for
cooking (solar and methane gas). An adult education programme will
provide training, and attempts will be made to develop job opportunities.
Landscaping will make the surroundings more healthful and pleasant.

Energy. Many agencies in the UN system are seeking ways to con-
serve energy and to develop new sources of energy which will not
pollute or use up the earth’s scarce resources. This is not only neces-
sary in areas where industry is causing problems, but cheap, clean
renewable sources of energy are also vitally important to people in
slums and rural areas. As one of its pilot projects on low cost, labour
intensive energy production, UNEP has sponsored the establishment of
two rural energy centres in Senegal and Sri Lanka. These centres are
experimenting in the use of sun, wind and bio-gas to meet the energy
needs of villages of 1000 family units.

Health. Many human diseases are caused by the environment. UNEP
is working with the World Health Organization (WHO) and other agen-
cies to eliminate schistosomiasis (snail fever) and other waterborne
diseases and to control pests which hurt people and destroy food in cer-
tain areas of the world. Industrialization has produced a new range of
diseases, such as cancer caused by smoke or asbestos. Other dangers
to health come from toxic chemicals which are used in industry or agro-
business and find their way into the air, soil and water. IRPTC (the Inter-
national Register of Potentially Toxic Chemicals) will provide a clearing
house through which health officials from any country may have infor-
mation on the medical effect of different chemical substances.

Natural Disasters. UNEP is improving warning techniques and working
to prevent natural disasters and to lessen the effect of those that cannot
be prevented. An example is the Tropical Cyclone Project mounted in
co-operation with the World Meteorological Organization (WMO).

Development. People’s basic needs must be met and their lives
improved without using up needed resources or destroying the environ-
ment. Through its programme on Industry and Environment UNEP is
helping develop guidelines for possible legislative measures to regulate
the environmental impact of major industrial activities, such as agro-
business and the manufacture of automobiles, aluminium, iron, steel
and petrochemicals. Along with other organizations in the UN system, it
is also seeking alternative models of development—ways of living which
do not waste or pollute, which are better suited to different environments
and which may be more fulffilling.

HOW can NATIONS help the Environment?

Much work is being done by national governments. Ninety-five coun-
tries have established ministries of environment or other kinds of envi-
ronmental machinery. Laws have been enacted and programmes
undertaken to reverse the ill effects of industrialization. As a result, in
many places there has been a dramatic reduction in smoky fogs, emis-
sions from vehicles and pollution of rivers and lakes. In some cases,
these steps are restoring ecological systems, such as those of Lake
Baikal in the USSR and the Great Lakes in North America. Through
improved sanitation and environmentally sound techniques, many
waterborne diseases have been virtually eradicated in some other parts
of the world.

HOW can YOU help?

What happens to the environment is the responsibility of every indi-
vidual. Your own actions—whether or not you waste, pollute or use more
than your fair share of food, water, energy and other precious
resources—can make a difference to the way other people are able to
live today and to the kind of world people will inherit after you.

Also important will be the number of children you choose to create
and how you teach them to live. Will they think that happiness comes
from material things or will they find other kinds of fulfilment? Will they
treasure and feel themselves a part of nature? Will they believe that
each living thing has a right to develop and lead a full life? Will they
enjoy sharing and co-operating in ways to make the community better?

All this is up to you.
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