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The origin of environmental education can be traced
back many centuries, but modem environmental
education has its roots in industrialization and the
increased, and increasingly wasteful, demand for natural
resources over the past 150 years. From an ill-defined
surrogate for nature conservation 50 years ago
environmental education has grown worldwide into a
socio-ecological movement of many dimensions. It has
become a sophisticated concept embracing ecological
knowledge and understanding, total people-environment
relationships, ethics, politics, sociology and public
participation in decision making. Alongside this
evolution of ideas, and over the past 20 years in
particular, considerable effort has been expended
internationally to clarify and delineate the concept of
environmental education. This has involved a great deal
of debate and discussion both in environmental and
educational literature and at international forums.

Many ‘definitions’ have been put forward on different
occasions, but one of the earliest, and today still the
most widely accepted, is what is known as the IUCN
definition. It reads as follows:

Environmental educavion is the process of recognizing valies
and clarifying concepts in order 10 develop skills and aritudes
necessary lo understand and appreciate the inter-relatedness
among man, his culture and his biophysical surroundings.
Environinental education also emtails practice in decision
malkdng and self-formulation of a code of behaviour about issues
concerning environmental guality. (TUCN 1971, p. 17)

This ‘definition’, formulated in 1971, has been
considerably amplified and expanded upon in the
intervening years - most notably in terms of expression
of greater concern for the total environment in an
interactive sense, including its social, political, cultural
and ecological dimensions. Today environmental
education is seen by many workers in the field as
essentially embracing two complementary concepts. On
the one hand it is about understanding political
processes and creating political structures in order to be
able to participate actively in decision-making about
environmental issues on a local, national and global
scale. On the other hand it is about acquiring the
necessary knowledge and understanding including,
critically, that of ecological principles and processes
needed to make properly informed decisions about
environmental issues. All rights to decision-making
however, must be balanced with an acceptance of the
responsibility of living with the consequences of those
decisions.  Educationally speaking, environmentai
education is a holistic approach involving all three

domains of human development: the cognitive, the
affective and the psychomotor. These ideas are given
further substance in the documents which emerged from
two major world gatherings on environmental education
- the Belgrade Workshop in 1975 (UNEP 1977) and the
Thilisi Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental
Education in 1977 - which resulted in the so-called
‘Thilisi Principles of Environmental Education’
{UNESCO-UNEP 1978).

O’Riordan, an environmentalist, provides us with an
interesting perspective on some of the issues which we
need to take into account when considering the need for
environmental education.

Behind all the reasoning is the spectre that any attempr ar
continued economic growth in its current wasteful and highly
inegalitarian form will not only result in very real and imminent
resource scarcities, but will necessarily lead to environmenta!
destruction and serious poverty and social hardship. The worst
conseguences will fall disproporiionately upon those who are
least able 10 help themselves, and whose indigenous abilities to
cope with resource scarcities and environmenial siress are
already being eroded by forces mosily beyond their control,
and whose voices in the halls of political power are either not
heard at all or are extremely faint. (O’Riordan 1981, p. 4)

O’Riordan’s viewpoint, not surprisingly, has found a
strong echo in the ‘developing world’ and among poorer
countries. 1t encompasses what has sometimes been
called realconserve - the idea that in order to place
environmental education in its logical context it must be
realized that the task cannot be reduced to problems of
industrial hygiene and the conservation of species only,
even though these are very important. The real issues
to be dealt with are those causing day to day hardship
and death of people all over the world. The world’s
environmental problems are seen ultimately to reside in
the structure of economic, industrial, political and
military power designed to serve the interests of profit
and the unlimited accumulation of wealth. A new
ecological ethic is called for in which, not only is there
to be a new world economic order based on a more
equal distribution of wealth and the rational exploitation
of resources, but which recognizes people as an integral
part of nature, living in harmony with their
environment. This harmony implies both living within
the constraints which the environment imposes and
utilizing the opportunities which it provides. It is a
useful exercise to consider the southern African
environmental situation from this perspective.

The ‘realconserve’ perspective has gained considerabie
momentum over the past five years and now forms the
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that a wide spectrum of South Africans concerned with
environmental education issues had come together to
discuss common concerns, but it also saw the formation
of the Environmental Education Association of Southern
Africa (EEASA) which has subsequently played a
significant catalytic, developmental and coordinating
role.

EEASA started the first regular publication in
environmental education in Southern Africa and has
convened or coordinated numerous workshops, seminars
and conferences over the past eight years, including this
one. It has also liaised with government departments,
conservation agencies, nongovernment environmental
organizations and liberation movements in South Africa
and in neighbouring countries. EEASA has from the
start promoted the idea that we all have much more in
common than that which is used to create divisions
between people. Most significantly is that we share one
environment and the better we share it and collectively
care for it the better future all of us are likely to have.

A pioneering role in the practice of environmental
education in South Africa has been played by
nongovernment conservation organizations (NGOs) and
state conservation agencies. Organizations such as the
Wildemess Leadership School, the Wildlife Society of
Southern Africa and others had by the 1960s recognized
the importance of educating people about their
environmental responsibilities and had hegun to set up
programmes to put these ideas into effect. The Wildlife
Society’s Umgeni Valley Project, started in Natal in
1973, has played a major and innovative role in the
development of environmental education in South Africa
and is today a model for the 1990s. Of special and
current interest to all of us is the work being done on
integrating the concept of evaluation with environmental
education.

The Umgeni Valley Project has been fortunate in
enjoying the support and cooperation of the Natal

Education Department and the Natal Parks Board and
has worked very closely with other education
departmenis represented in the province - a situation
which has unfortunately not been repeated in the other
three provinces of South Africa. More doctrinaire
education departments have either declined to embrace
environmental education or eschewed educational
cooperation with conservation agencies and the private
sector.  Some have set up their own internally
controlled and racially exclusive ‘outdoor’ education
programmes such as the ‘Veld Schools’ in the
Transvaal.

It is in the ‘national states’, ‘homelands’ and ‘black’
areas of South Africa that environmental education
programmes have often been most successful at the
grassroots level. This is not as surprising as it might
seem at first, bearing in mind O’Riordan’s perspective
and the idea of ‘realconserve’. When environments
become degraded, impoverished or poliuted, history has
shown that it is invariably the poor and the dispossessed
who suffer the most. They are least equipped to cope
with environmental stress and its consequences upon
their lives. Any future ‘quality of life’ for the majority
of South Africans is inextricably tied up with the
management of our environment for the benefit of all
and consequently with environmental education.

Two of the most successful environmental education
programmes in Southern Africa are those of
Bophuthatswana and the National Environmental
Awareness Council (NEAC) in Soweto. In
Bophuthatswana there is very close cooperation hetween
the Department of Education, the Bophuthatswana
National Parks Board and teacher training institutions.
So close has the cooperation been that there is
accumulating evidence of environmental awareness,
concern and action in the most remote villages and
schools. NEAC started in Soweto in 1974 and,
notwithstanding the political and social turmoil in South
Affrica over the past 14 years, has grown in popularity
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