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6aa: Environmental Issues [Short]

Unit Overview

6aa Environmental issues [Short] consists of this overview and the following lessons all taken from the original 6a Environmental Issues [Long] with additional teacher support material

· Lesson 1: [6a Lesson 2]  Problems, Causes, Effects, Solutions; the Environmental Background

· Lesson 2 [6a Lesson 5] The Human Dimension: how we fit into the Environmental Picture.

· Lesson 3 [6a Lesson 8] Scientific Fixits: a technological response to environmental Issues.

· Lesson 4 [6a Lesson 10] What if ..? Possible consequences of action and in-action.

Any of the lessons/material from 6a can be used as wished.

Background information 

Environmental issues are increasingly important in the contemporary world. Arguably, pressure groups seem to have focussed world attention on the state of the environment and climate changes are not only predicted but allegedly here already in the form of freak weather and unexpected natural catastrophes. Governments have responded with a range of environmental measures from practical action to treaties and protocols designed to respond to environmental problems. For most people the message of recycle and reuse is now a common theme of everyday life – though this is not so globally and perhaps is less a feature of newly industrialising nations than those already industrialised. Responding to environmental issues tends to fall into three categories:

· Doing nothing and hoping that the predictions are wrong or that in some way as time progresses humanity will develop ways to cope with any environmental problems which may arise.

· Seeking out technological solutions to environmental problems so as to reduce the effect of possible causes now or respond as and when problems arise

· Lifestyle changes ranging from the personal to the national which aim to reduce the harm and so perhaps avoid the problem in the first place.

Learning opportunities

Lesson 1
Problems, Causes, Effects, Solutions: Environmental Background. Research, a game to play and a game to make. Understanding the relationships between problems, causes, effects, solutions.

Lesson 2
The Human Dimension. Research into Developing, Less Developed, and Developed countries and the environmental impact taking place.

Lesson 3
Scientific responses. A fixit challenge as groups respond to different environmental issues.

Lesson 4
What if ..? Consequences of action/in-action. Writing of a future history.
Historical context

Humans are not only dependent upon the environment they live in but are also a part of it. From hunter-gatherers to settled agriculturalists the relationship has always been finely balanced, with need and provision requiring to be evenly matched. However, as the human population has increased the degree of impact on nature’s systems has increased significantly. Marginally productive land is used where it was not previously. Yields are often increased through the application of artificial fertilisers, herbicides and pesticides  and, most recently, the advent of genetically modified crops. Also, as population increases the need for living space has edged out other inhabitants  resulting in subtle and not so subtle changes to fragile ecosystems  as food webs are disrupted. Moreover, as populations moved away from agricultural settings to more urban ones, industrialisation improved the lives of many, but with significant environmental cost in terms of the by-products of industrial processes.

Many pinpoint the beginning of modern environmentalism to the moment when the first pictures of earth from space were shown to the general public and people began to develop awareness of the fragility of the planet on which we live, and the extent to which it might well be quite unique. However, it is arguable that there have always been environmentalists – or at any rate, those who saw that the needs of humans and the rights of other living things, including the land, often came into conflict.

Science and the environment

Some cite science as the foe of the environment, others as its greatest friend. Technological developments have enabled humans to maximise the benefits of nature  whether that’s been through low-tech irrigation systems or developing frost-resistant GM tomatoes.   Certainly, technology has helped make the whole business of getting what we need from nature much less laborious – but there’s the rub. At the same time as doing this,  it is perhaps the case that we have outstripped the environment’s ability to respond effectively and maintain a healthy equilibrium. In short, it could be proposed that the appliance of science has simply exhausted nature. On the other hand, some look to science as a potential saviour in this respect. While recognising that technological advance has led to environmental degradation, perhaps it is this very advance which might lead to solving what problems it may have brought. The same science which has given us DDT has also given us the ability to harness solar energy. Besides this, it could be argued further that scientists, by definition, have a great deal of respect (bordering on reverence perhaps?) for the natural systems around us and the laws through which these operate. Surely such people cannot be considered the enemies of nature? Scientists will argue that science is a tool to be used; it is a process and a method of working. What we do with it is quite another thing. This is where the philosophers of science come into the picture, as well as those who take an approach to the environment based on a religious outlook. This leads to the key issue– science alone may be able to answer the question “Can we?” but it cannot alone answer the question “Should we?”

Religion and the environment

It is also problematic that religion is no more unified in its approach to the environment than science is. Where some scientists may still regard nature as something to be controlled and tamed, others might think it is something to be cherished and nurtured. Similarly in religion there is a tension between the general principle of “environment for mankind’s thoughtless use” and “environment as something which we have to live alongside more thoughtfully”. Of course it isn’t that simple, but an over-simplification often starts off a healthy debate. In the monotheistic religions of the world there are two extremes and all shades of viewpoint in between.

1. Nature exists for human use as a gift from the divine. Humankind has Dominion over it and may use it however we see fit for human benefit.

2. Nature belongs to the divine and is on loan to us. While we may use it, we must do so responsibly and in a way which shows good stewardship of what ultimately is not ours.

In the world’s “Eastern” religions there are often similar views held to these with some philosophical modifications:

1. Nature is cyclical and our part in it must be harmonious. The consequences of our actions have not only an impact on nature but on our own karmic balance-sheet.

2. Nature nevertheless exists as something upon which we must draw for survival and perhaps purely focussing on its needs is just as wrong as ignoring them.

Some argue that religion tends to give humans too prominent a place in nature – with resulting negative consequences for the environment. Others refute this, arguing that religion provides the very moral framework which people are going to need in order to live in a balanced relationship with the natural world. They would argue that it is religion which does assist us in answering the question “Should we?”.

As a result of this, many religious groups have been at the forefront of activities designed to highlight and respond to perceived environmental threats.

The tension between religion and science in relation to the environment

The tension between science and religion often spills over from other debates such as creation/evolution or the topic of purpose/purposelessness in life which are covered elsewhere in the materials supporting this project. It is arguable however, that this is one topic area where the boundaries between the religious and scientific view are far less clear-cut. There are scientists and religious people who think that nature is there to be plundered at any cost and there are scientists and religious people who think that we would do so at our own peril. Science and religion are indeed two ways of looking at the world. Science and religion each arrives at what it considers to be right by different methods. However, sometimes they can agree on what is right and perhaps even suggest different but complementary ways of responding to what is wrong. If there is indeed an environmental crisis looming, as many commentators suggest, perhaps this is something over which science and religion should work together  in much the same way that it is now commonplace for medical ethics issues to run the gauntlet of both informed scientists and representatives of faith perspectives.

Theory v Practice

Many issues are at stake in this topic area. It takes science to quantify the problem – if there indeed is one. But it may be a combination of science and religion which identifies the causes and the possible solutions. If environmental issues are to be responded to using technological means then perhaps those means themselves ought to be illuminated not only with the light of reason, but with that of faith. If the response is to be more in the form of lifestyle change then perhaps this can be assisted with the motivation which faith can bring for change, and directed effectively towards satisfactory action through the guidance of science.

Teacher support materials

For each lesson cycle (there are ten in total) there is a specific Science and Religion focus. This should help teachers in both subject areas in schools focus their own approach to the topic but also be aware of what is central to the other way of looking at the topic area. The aim of this project is to provide a bridge between science and religion so that pupils can benefit. The first step in this pedagogical revolution therefore needs to be that RE teachers need to know where the science teachers are ‘coming from’ and vice-versa. 

These support materials can be found under 6a Environmental Issues [Long] and follow the original numbering (Lesson 1 –10).

Key Quotations 

There are no key quotations in this topic other than those which may arise in the pupil materials or as a result of pupil research into the topic.

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· Understood possible causes and effects of common environmental problems

· Understood the unique nature of the role of humans on Earth

· Explored a range of possible solutions to environmental problems based on technological response and lifestyle changes

Some will not have progressed as far but will have:

· Recognised and identified basic aspects of environmental problems

· Considered how humans are part of/outside of the environment

· Explored the ways in which science might be able to solve environmental problems

· Considered how changes to their own lifestyle might help the environment

Others will have progressed further and will have:

· Evaluated how our perception of the environment can lead to different ways of treating nature

· Analysed and expressed opinion upon the extent to which the environment is under threat from human activities

· Supported their opinions on environmental change with suitable case study materials

· Compared the role of industrial, newly industrialising and developing world economies to environmental problems

· Assessed the extent to which technological responses to environmental problems are sufficient response, contrasting with the likely role of lifestyle changes at a variety of levels

· Suggested the likely consequences of a range of responses to the environment.

Key Questions

· Is there an actual or looming environmental crisis?

· To what extent are environmental problems attributable to human actions?

· To what extent might humans be able to respond effectively to environmental problems, either technologically or through lifestyle change?

· What is the role of humanity on planet Earth?

· What range of possibilities might different responses to environmental problems lead to in the future?

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

· To understand the relationship between humans and environment

· To understand possible causes and effects of environmental issues

· To develop an understanding of the basic scientific principles of a range of contemporary environmental issues

· To assess and analyse responses to environmental problems 

Resources

· 6a SRS 4: Group research task

· 6a SRS 5: Other notes and web sites

· 6a SRS 6: Deforestation Dominoes

· 6a SRS 13: Mind Map Developed nations

· 6a SRS 14: Mind Map Developing Nations

· 6a SRS 15: Impact and Consequences

· 6a SRS 16: Snakes and Ladders

· 6a SRS 17: Design Brief

· 6a SRS 18: Environment friendly technology

· 6a SRS 23: Famous Fixit flops

· 6a SRS 24: Famous Fixits

· 6a SRS 25: Assessment sheet

· 6a SRS 26: Environmental Issues and Fixits

· 6a SRS 27: Fixits Assessment sheet

· 6a SRS 31: Course Assessment.

· 6a Teachers Notes 2

· 6a Teachers Notes 5

· 6a Teachers Notes 8

· 6a Teachers Notes 10
· 6a Slide 4: Is the Environment in Trouble?

· 6a Slide 5: The Dominoes Game

· 6a Slide 9: Classifications of Nation States

· 6a Slide 14: Problems and Solutions
Books

· Environmental Ethics: An Anthology. A Light & H Rolston III: Blackwell 2002.  A bumper 554 pages ranging across the spectrum. A seminal work. 
· Environmental Ethics: Joe Walker Hodder & Stoughton 2000 Even if I say so myself, a great wee book in the Access to Philosophy series. Straightforward yet not superficial introduction to the topic. 
· Ethical Theory: Mel Thompson: Hodder & Stoughton 1999 Likewise for general ethical theory.

· Making Moral Decisions: Joe Walker Hodder & Stoughton 2002 There’s a whole section in here on Ecology & Environment which I think will help teachers and pupils get their bearings on the interface.
· World Issues: Jim Green & Joe Walker: Hodder & Stoughton  2003 Small sections on environmental issues
· Our World: Religion & Environment: Joe Walker: Hodder & Stoughton 1997 Designed for younger pupils but will be a good intro for less able pupils in this age group
Video / DVD

· Green Animation: WWF

· The Day After Tomorrow (and many other currently popular environmental disaster movies)

· Futurama: Season 2 “The Problem with Popplers” see www.gotfuturama.com/Information/EpisodeGuide/2ACV/
Websites

Some websites have been used throughout the materials, but bear in mind that going to one website usually gives you a Links section which can take you to related issues. These can go on forever (that’s why it’s called the web after all), but be judicious in your use of some of these for pupils. Help them to distinguish between fact and fiction in this fractious area. You’re probably best to start with well-known sites and work from there – for example Greenpeace, WWF, Christians in Science, The Science, Religion & Technology Project etc. Make sure your school firewall is up and running before you let pupils loose on Internet searches.
Selected Bibliography

General Environmental Issues

Environment & Society, J Silvertown & P Sarre (Eds)

Environment, Population & Development, P Sarre (Ed)

Energy, Resources & Environment, J Blunden & A Reddish (Eds)

Global Environmental Issues, PM Smith & K Warr (Eds)

All Hodder & Stoughton/ Open University 1990
Four books which I think are crackers. They introduce the whole science/ethics interface superbly and will be equally amenable to science teachers and RE specialists. If you want to know about the relationship between humans and Environment, these are the ones to buy. 

Curriculum Links

There are clear curriculum links here between RE and the life sciences, as well as subjects like CDT which can explore possible effects of technology as well as suggesting technological responses to environmental issues. There are also links with Geography across a whole range of topic areas from weather to pollution to aspects of human geography like population growth, industrialisation, agricultural practice and so on. This could also link in to History topics which also deal with settlement patterns and how, historically, humanity has interacted with the natural world. There are also links to citizenship/PSHE across a whole range of topics from personal lifestyle choices to political issues associated with environmental issues.
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