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TUNZA: What do religious and spiritual teachings have to do 

with environmental protection and sustainable development?

Karen: All the world’s religions have, from their beginnings, 

been concerned about the Earth’s resources. Ancient 

peoples worried that the planet might run down if continually 

ransacked, giving rise to sacrifi cial rituals. Ancient cultures 

very rarely ate meat that hadn’t been sacrifi ced spiritually, 

honouring the animal. Even today, as a hunted animal dies, 

bushmen honour the fact that hunter and hunted depend upon 

one another and share the same predicament. 

In China, in about the 8th century BC, aristocrats became 

aware that whereas there had always been plenty of wild 

game, species were declining. So a series of rituals arose 

that encouraged the nobility to live with restraint instead of 

killing and consuming with abandon. Not only were banquets 

less opulent, but teachings trained people to think, speak 

and behave more moderately and thoughtfully in all aspects 

of life. Centuries later, an industrial revolution that again 

plundered nature as well as a cycle of terribly destruc-

tive wars revived such thought, giving rise to Confucianism 

and Taoism. 

And in Buddhist and Jain meditations, one radiates com-

passion to every single creature on the face of the Earth. All 

such practices remind us to be aware of and empathize with 

all life, to take as much care of it as we care for ourselves – 

that is compassion. Such a shift in perspective moves humans 

beyond the selfi sh, greedy, ‘me fi rst’ menta lity at the root of 

Religious thinker and scholar Karen Armstrong has written more than 20 books on the world’s religious traditions, 

and she is particularly concerned with exploring the role of religion and spirituality in the modern world. In 

2009, Karen won the TED Prize, a $100,000 award given annually to support the vision of an exceptional 

individual and which gives that person a wish for a better world, which TED (Technology, Entertainment, Design: a non-

pro� t organization dedicated to promoting ‘ideas worth spreading’) will try to make happen. As a result, Karen launched 

the Charter for Compassion, a document around which religious leaders can work for peace based on the principle of 

the Golden Rule: ‘Do not do to others what you would not like them to do to you.’ TUNZA asked Karen what insight, 

if any, the teachings of the world’s religions can offer as we rethink our relationship with Earth in the run-up to Rio+20.

Start 
with 

yourself

taking more than what is needed, which causes imbalance 

and suffering.

So you’re saying the Chinese understood that external laws 

weren’t going to make people stop hunting, but a change of 

heart and philosophy would?

Yes, and this is an important point. We do need laws if we’re 

going to save the environment – extensive regulation about 

how often we fl y and drive. But this won’t get votes, so there 

must also be some kind of internal transformation that will 

enable people to give up privileges and comforts that they 

take for granted. That’s where the core teachings of the world 

religions come in. 

I’m not talking about blindly accepting creed or doctrine. The 

idea of religion being about ‘belief’ only came in the late 17th 

century, skewing the way we understand religion in the West. 

Originally, all so-called religious doctrines were essentially 

programmes for action. You can’t understand what it is about 

unless you practise it, like any skill, such as dancing. You 

don’t learn to dance by reading a book. You must practise 

hard for years, developing the necessary skill to move with 

a grace that is impossible for an untrained body. In the same 

way, a religious teaching of myth only makes sense when you 

translate it into practical action; only then do you discover that 

it is telling you a truth about human nature. 

So when Jesus asks his followers to believe, he’s not asking 

them to accept doctrine. He’s asking them to commit to 
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working for the Kingdom of God, a world where rich and poor 

will someday sit down together at the same table. The fi ve 

pillars of Islam prescribe fasting and giving alms – hunger 

reminds us how other people suffer, and that there are more 

important matters than personal comfort. Judaism is about 

putting the Torah into practice, Confucianism is about respect 

and courtesy while Buddhism has no time for belief at all! 

The guide to behaviour central to all the faiths is en capsulated 

in the Golden Rule: ‘Do not do to others what you would not 

like them to do to you.’ This rule extends not just to people, 

but to all species and the environment, because we are part of 

nature and must treat nature as part of ourselves.

So why have we lost sight of this teaching?

We have simply become caught up in the culture of the money-

based economy we live in. Our brains were designed to help 

us survive in an environment where it was a huge struggle just 

to eat. Now, many of us live in plenty, yet we’ve still got those 

greedy impulses, grabbing as much as possible because we 

think we need it. The result is that we live in an economy that 

tells us we must keep spending money on stuff we don’t need.

Is scientifi c knowledge to blame for eroding our sense of 

kinship with nature? 

On the contrary. Science shows us the intricacy of nature, 

and of human evolution. Science should fi ll us with absolute 

reverence for nature, and remind us of how much we don’t 

know – species yet undiscovered that all play a role in 

supporting our ecosystems, which we are busy destroying in 

our selfi sh or excited way. 

Disciplined examination using science can help us go beyond 

our self-centred perspective by helping us experience fully 

the magnifi cence of our planet. The Buddhist prayer that goes 

with the compassionate meditation says ‘Let us cherish all 

creatures’ – all of them, without exception – as a mother does 

her only child. That’s the kind of concern we have to have. It 

leaves self behind.

The natural world is also one of the fi rst things that gives 

humans a sense of the divine, inspires reverence. It’s about 

the sense of transcendence when you see a magnifi cent starry 

sky, the ocean, the mountains. 

Young leaders all over the world are preparing for Rio+20. 

It’s another opportunity for the world to come together and 

catalyse a change of heart. What should they keep in mind?

As with any spiritual practice, it starts with yourself: 

you cannot ask other people to be more mindful of the 

environment if you’re not committed to taking action in your 

own life – walking instead of jumping in the car, asking 

whether this plane journey is really necessary. Can you make 

your coat last another season? 

The main problem of our time is building a global community 

where human beings can live together peacefully and 

respectfully. This is a chance for young people all over the 

world to work together, whatever their creed or cause.
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While the scope of the problem 

of plastics in the ocean is huge, 

the San Francisco company Method 

– manufacturer of eco-conscious clean-

ing products – has collaborated with 

plastics recycling company Envision 

to develop a bottle that is ‘up-cycled’ 

from plastic waste gathered by beach 

clean-up organizations – particularly 

in Hawaii, at the southern edge of the 

North Pacifi c Gyre. Called Ocean PCR, 

the material comprises 25 per cent 

Gyre plastic and 75 per cent recycled 

polyethylene, and in quality matches 

virgin high-density polyethylene (hdpe) 

– the type of plastic most often used for 

milk containers, shampoo bottles and 

so on. Ocean PCR itself can be recycled 

indefi nitely when blended with hdpe. It 

doesn’t keep plastics out of the ocean, 

but if this innovation catches on, we 

could someday recycle and reuse all 

the plastic that already exists rather 

than creating more.

In South Africa, wastewater com-

pany Clearedge has developed a 

bioreactor that uses bacteria to clean 

grey water – water used for washing 

that would otherwise go down the 

drain. Bacteria feed on the dirt and 

other substances in the water, which is 

a more effective, lower-energy method 

of cleaning water than pumping it 

through fi lters. The system is made up 

of locally collected PET bottles packed 

into tanks, creating a large surface 

area on which the bacteria can grow. 

Most car washes in South Africa 

now use these bioreactors to recycle 

the same water continuously, saving 

enough drinking water to supply 

one household for every four cars 

washed. The system would work for 

showers, fl oor washing and more, and 

the materials can be sourced locally 

anywhere – potentially reducing rub-

bish and saving drinking water all 

over the world.

A breakthrough technology devel-

oped by Bayer AG and the CAT 

Catalytic Center has made it possible 

to use CO2 captured from a coal-

fi red power plant to produce polyols 

– chemicals used in the production 

of polyurethanes. Polyurethane, cur-

rently made completely from fossil 

fuels, is used in everyday items such 

as foam mattresses and sporting gear, 

and is highly effi cient as an insulator 

for buildings. 

Now, the amount of oil needed to 

produce it has been reduced by in cor-

porating the new CO2-based polyols 

into the polymer chain, lock ing away 

the carbon from the atmosphere. 

Bayer has started testing the pro-

cess in a pilot plant in Leverkusen, 

Germany, to ensure that it is both 

energy effi cient and ecologically 

sound. The world could begin sleep-

ing on CO2-based poly urethane as 

soon as 2015.

Ocean plastics

Water wise

CO2 breakthrough

7steps into the future
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Plant debris, paper and everyday 

municipal solid waste can take 

years to break down in landfi ll, emit-

ting methane. The Muncher, a newly 

developed aerobic organic waste com-

post system, shortens the process 

to less than an hour, reducing waste 

mass by 70 per cent while converting 

it into useful by-products and killing 

pathogens. The process uses naturally 

occurring aerobic microorganisms to 

digest waste, and results in nutrient-

rich organic fertilizer, both solid and 

liquid. Run on electricity, the prototype 

processes 5 tonnes of waste daily; a 

full-scale model will have a 500-tonne 

daily capacity. Potential applications 

include increasing capacity on site 

at landfi lls and processing organic 

waste at restaurants and hotels. The 

Muncher also cleans up such toxins 

as PCBs, nitrogen wastes and crude 

oil, so may be used for environmental 

remediation.

Desalination plants play a vital role 

in arid regions such as the Middle 

East, but the process is extremely 

energy intensive and expensive. Mean-

while in water-short China, laws require 

that new power plants must provide 

their own freshwater. Tackling both 

problems, an Israeli fi rm recently built 

an innovative desalination plant in the 

Hangu district of Tianjin, to supply 

water to power the steam boilers in a 

nearby state-run power plant. The 

desalination process is powered by 

waste heat from the power plant. 

Seawater is heated with steam, then 

evaporated to produce freshwater 

and table salt. Some 20 per cent of 

the plant’s daily 200,000 cubic-metre 

fresh water output is used in the power 

plant’s steam boilers, and the rest 

provides drinking water to the local 

population, as mandated by law.

Trains are a relatively climate-friendly 

way to travel, but still use an enor-

mous amount of energy. Currently, this 

comes from diesel or electricity – the 

latter typically supplied by coal-fi red 

plants. Fully solar-powered trains are 

a long way off, but Europe has just 

opened its fi rst solar railway tunnel in 

Belgium, supplementing the high-speed 

line be tween Paris and Amsterdam. 

More than 50,000 square metres of 

solar panels cover the 3.4-kilometre 

tunnel’s roof, generating enough 

energy to light up local signals and 

stations, and power the equivalent of 

Belgium’s entire train fl eet for one 

day per year – while decreasing CO2 

emissions by 2,400 tonnes annually.

Every environmentally aware driver 

wants a Prius hybrid, which runs 

on petrol and electricity. But that may 

change as Volvo launches the V60 

Diesel Hybrid – the world’s fi rst plug-

in hybrid with a diesel engine. It can be 

used as an entirely electric car: on its 

12 kWh lithium-ion battery, recharge-

able from the mains in under four and 

a half hours, it has a commuter-friendly 

range of 50 kilometres. For longer 

journeys, the car maximizes effi ciency 

and minimizes emissions using a 

combination of an electric motor and 

a diesel engine – an effi cient option 

as diesel contains more energy per 

litre than petrol, and diesel engines 

require less fuel to run. The V60 

Diesel Hybrid can travel 1,200 kilo-

metres on one tank of fuel, with an 

astonishing effi ciency of 1.9 litres per 

100 kilometres – less than half the  

upper limit required by the European 

Union for new passen ger cars.

Water and power

Solar tunnel

Hybrid vigour

Waste not
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BRICE LALONDE  has led a student 

movement, founded 

a political party, run for the French presidency, served as 

France’s Environment Minister and then as Climate Ambassador 

in international negotiations. Today, he is the UN Secretary-

General’s Executive Coordinator of the United Nations Conference 

on Sustainable Development – that’s Rio+20. When TUNZA spoke 

to him, we started by asking about how young people could help.

‘Whether we like it or not, we live in a globalized world. But we need to embrace the concept of planetary citizenship. At 

Rio+20 and beyond, you, young people, can help ensure that decision makers go beyond thinking solely in terms of their 

own national interest. 

‘The environmental – but also economic and social – issues facing us are planetary in scope, so we are all in it together. We 

need to think, act and network on a planetary scale. Tools exist – the net and social media know no boundaries and their 

strength has been clearly shown across the world during 2011. Young people grew up with them, you understand them, 

know how to use them and, because of them, many of you already think as planetary citizens. And you mustn’t get hemmed 

in by conventional wisdom. The decisions being made now are about your future and sometimes someone has to say ‘no’, to 

rebel, to dream a little and see beyond what is currently accepted by older people. We need that. 

‘In 1992, Severn Suzuki’s speech (see page 10) was inspirational in stepping outside the norm, and it’s still vibrant today. I 

hope the same for Rio+20 – that it will still be relevant in 2032. 

‘Twenty years after the Rio Declaration, its three conventions and Agenda 21, we must make sure that Rio+20 is strong on 

implementation and action. Confi rming that a healthy environment is good for economies would be a great start – backed 

by a schedule for the achievement of agreed, measurable Sustainable Development Goals – SDGs.

‘So often, politicians can’t or don’t have the time to take the long-term view that sustainable development demands – but 

that long-term view is essential to ordinary people and especially to young people.

‘To change things, we must involve all stakeholders. Not just as an afterthought, as happens so often at the moment, but 

as a vital part of the whole development process. That means local government, municipalities and civil society – including 

young people – and it means business and industry, too. 

‘Introducing that long-term view to the business community is really important. We must involve them, and together 

develop ways of providing sustained investment and fi nance that encourage innovation and the development of a green 

economy, based on renewable energies, to develop sustainably and eradicate misery. And then get on with it! 

‘Many of you, young people, can help change by speaking up in your families, in your place of work, or your school and 

university. As consumers, you can make environmentally smart choices; that, too, will make a difference. And never forget 

Rio’92’s mantra: “think global, act local”.

‘Rio’92 came at a moment of geopolitical change, shortly after the dramatic breaching of the Berlin Wall. It was ground-

breaking in its day – for the fi rst time world leaders came together and provided strong leadership on development and 

environment. 

‘Now, the world is wrestling with a fi nancial and economic crisis, a crisis of indebtedness. The discussions, however, are 

largely about the short term rather than about our reliance on fossil energy sources, our diminishing resources and over-

consumption, which are building up massive environmental debts. You can help change that. But remember – solutions 

don’t grow on trees.’

BEYOND THE ART 

OF THE PROBABLE

United Nations
Conference on
Sustainable
Development
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