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Environmental Education—Some Needs in Developing Countries

Christine Furedy
Informal education will be called upon to meet urgent needs for environmental education in developing countries for several decades at least because most of the people whose actions will affect local environments will not stay in schools long enough (if they enter at all) to acquire formal environmental education, and voluntary agencies, eager to address environmental issues, will work mainly outside of formal institutions.   The informal educators will often be ahead of their trained colleagues in environmental awareness (as Arthur Sacks points out), but their resources will be slim.  Thus resources have to be used creatively to achieve "sound communication, 9* (c.f. Martin Holdgate), basic information sharing (c.f. Robin Pellew) and "sustained learning experiences" (John Symthe).
Environmental educators with few resources have to select strategies for optimal impact, evaluate and adapt learning projects, and balance advocacy with open-minded enquiry.
It may be time to rethink the great emphasis given to children in environmental education.  When one asks why almost all environmental education efforts of voluntary organizations are designed for children, the first answer one receives is that children are the future decision-makers. If one then asks whether the society can afford to wait ten or fifteen years for environmental change to be mediated by that generation, one is told that parental values and behaviour are changed by children carrying ideas into the homes.  Although educational campaigns are rarely evaluated, there is

some evidence for such intergenerational influences.  Some case studies in Japan suggest that children can "shame" adults into action; and education on recycling in Ontario schools is said to be affecting the willingness of households to cooperate with source separation of household wastes.  But, in general, children's environmental campaigns are not built upon an understanding of whether and to what extent children influence adult behaviour; they follow this course from convenience and because it is a pleasure to work with children.
At least some of the resources presently given to children's education in developing countries might more usefully be allocated to environmental awareness for women.  Women teach basic hygiene and housekeeping to children, besides making important decisions in agriculture and domestic resource management.  Thus they have the potential for substantial impact on local environments.
My second suggestion for effective use of scarce resources is that environmental education in developing countries should make more effort to tap local sources of knowledge about ecosystems.  In this way we can preserve what is sound in traditional knowledge systems (c.f. John Burnett's point in his keynote paper on land uses and P.S. Rama Krishnan's paper) while developing practical ideas about how humans can fit their basic needs and lifestyles into ecologically sustainable practices.
An example of how education and knowledge documentation can be brought together is seen in the work of the Mazingira Institute in Nairobi.  The environmental competitions designed for children and youth have a research purpose as well: the entrants supply information that is used to start information bases which are later developed by more systematic research. For instance, competitions have asked entrants to document, illustrate and comment on local flora and fauna, on practices in home gardening.  Such an approach could be the way in which to build up the "ecological histories" that Craig Davis thinks important.
Besides empirical observation, environmental values are a component of these important knowledge systems.  This dimension is often neglected by educational and improvement projects.  For instance, a great deal of effort and money have gone into installing water, sanitation and waste disposal systems in developing countries, yet there is not one good study, not even a case study, on people's concepts of wastes.  Engineers and public health experts see wastes as hazards; poor people see wastes as resources; the perspective of the poor is not considered worth investigating, although it confounds many an infrastructure or hygiene education project.
Holistic approaches to environmental work are, as Jack Vallentyne urges, crucial.  Furthermore, promoters of environmental projects need to balance enthusiasm (which will be the mainspring for informal environmental education) with critical thinking.  A cautionary tale comes from the "Magic Eyes" campaign of Thailand. Magic Eyes was started as an anti-litter campaign by a community development association in Bangkok.  The concept is based on the omniscient eyes of spirits in a Thai folk tale.  People are urged, in jingles and television cartoons, not to litter because the magic eyes will see them.  The Thai Community Development Association has been very successful in getting corporate support for their cause, which is promoted through a logo on products, t-shirts, buttons, posters, and so on. The theme is currently considered the most popular public service message in Thailand, and the organization has received a UNEP Global 500 citation.
But a broader, ecosystem perspective on Thailand's urban waste problems would be unlikely to produce an anti-litter campaign, for such campaigns do not address the causes of waste problems, do not raise awareness of the need to reduce wastes and to recycle.  They focus on "out-of-sight-out-of-mind" values.  The campaign's promotion of plastic bags for the disposal of refuse undermines the city's attempts to make compost for farming.  The campaign organizers failed to ask: "what are the causes of waste problems in our cities?"
To sum up: informal education will be the main vehicle for influencing everyday environmental behaviour of poor people in developing countries.
Efforts must reach beyond children, to adults, preferably to women if a target group must be chosen.  The educational effort must respect people's empirical understanding of their local ecosystems and enhance our knowledge of them. Without a commitment to holistic thinking, without critical thinking and evaluation of education, enthusiastic volunteers cannot make the best use of scarce resources.
