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Development and the Environment
from a Glocal Perspective
Dr. Reut Barak Weekes
Academic Head, Glocal International Development Program
In our aspiration towards championing human development,

A leading guide for much of this action is the Sustainable

we regularly face the impact of development on the

Development Goals, adopted by the UN in 2015, which seeks,

environment. Open space is taken for the sake of a new

among other objectives, to: “Take urgent action to combat

school; trees are cut down and used as inputs for industrial

climate change and its impacts” (Goal 13); “Conserve and

activities; the oceans are being depleted, due to growing

sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for

populations with rising incomes, who seek to improve

sustainable development” (Goal 14); and “Protect, restore and

their nutritional intake with animal protein. However,

promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably

the technological developments that have emerged in

manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse

conjunction with advancements in science allow us, to some

land degradation and halt biodiversity loss” (Goal 15). These

degree, to promote forms of development which also protect

objectives work In conjunction with other relevant goals

the environment. This can be seen in the development of

related to consumption, use of energy and water, urban life,

renewable energy resources; the use of mobile communication

and industrialization.

to improve efficiency and reduce waste in food production;
and advancements in recycling, to mention a few examples.

At Glocal, we examine questions of international development
with both local and communal lenses. The focus of our

These advancements give us the opportunity to gradually

students’ learning relates to the best practices which can

overcome the divisions and conflict that have defined the

be employed on the ground to achieve improvement in living

relationship between environmentalists and development

standards together with environmental conservation; the

practitioners for decades. Historically, developing nations had

ethical questions that arise in promoting such initiatives; and

argued against the requirement to consider environmental

their roles as (in most cases) outsiders seeking to engender

factors in the process of development. Many leaders have

social change and educate local communities. As such, the

demanded the right to develop, industrialize and promote

articles in this magazine, to a large degree, consider the

quality of live for their citizenry in the same manner as

relationship between the environment and development

industrialized countries in the past—meaning the cheaper,

at the local level. Glocal students and alumni examine the

more environmentally harmful way. The fact that the

realities in which the SDGs are to be attained. This magazine

environment is largely a common pool resource, with many

presents the complexity of working in these fields, and also the

people affecting it at the same time, is addi

beauty of success. While the context is very different in each

tional motivation to this argument. This approach reduces

location, we can also point to their similarities. Conserving the

the potential for international collaboration, and facilitates

environment in today’s world requires thought, awareness,

continued environmental degradation in many parts of the

resources, and willpower. If we are willing to invest our

world.

resources jointly, and make necessary sacrifices along the
way, the environment in which we all live can be safeguarded,

In recent decades, we have witnessed a change in perspective,

conserved, and even restored.

towards the promotion of genuine collaboration between the
development and the environmental conservation sectors.

I wish to thank Liel Maghen, the editor of the Glocal Magazine,

This has been achieved in a number of ways. There is the

and Shaya Bonstein, a Glocal alumna, for their leadership

rhetoric of the “sustainable development” discourse; there

in preparing this magazine. I would also like to thank the

are practical manifestations too, with many organizations

writers for their contributions. I hope you will find reading

and local agents taking action to consider the environmental

the magazine a rewarding experience.

impact of their actions, and promoting development through
environmental safekeeping.
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A Note from the Editors
Liel Maghen and Shaya Bonstein

Over the last years, there has been a growing awareness of

This issue of our magazine seeks to highlight the

the environmental impact of modern life. Since the Industrial

interdependence between development and the environment.

Revolution, while job availability, GDP and life expectancy

This issue gives a special focus to local initiatives by presenting

have increased, the natural environment has deteriorated

various projects from across the world, and considers global

severely. With growing CO2 emissions, large scale pollution,

perspectives by examining recurrent themes regarding the

deforestation and the loss of green open spaces, it became

impact of development on the environment. This is our

clear that modern development was on the account of the

modest endeavour to present a new perspective on a complex

natural world. Furthermore, climate change, desertification

reality and, in so doing, to impact the field by illuminating

and droughts and the rapid extinction of species, had severe

best practices and success stories from around the world.

impact on developing economies with the loss of habitats and
food shortages that led to growing waves of environmental

This is a special issue as it is the first time in Glocal that we

refugees.

host guest authors. Following the previous years, we offered
an internal all-glocal peer review where alumni and students

For many years, these environmental consequences have been

read the articles and offer key comments for improvement.

presented as the unavoidable cost of growth. Accordingly,

All of the articles were developed in coordination between

as development can be perceived as a one-way process of

students and alumni, some even benefiting from the support

infinite expansion, environmental considerations have been

of the academic faculty. In this way, an important discussion

presented as caveats to development itself. However, these

about the topic was initiated within the Glocal Community

consequences have showed that modern development may

– including those whose names do not appear in this issue.

be sustainable economically but can become unsustainable
for the planet. Meaning, they highlighted the fact that

We would like to thank the Glocal Program for giving us the

development cannot be infinite but is limited by the finite

opportunity to develop this Issue, Akin Ajayi for helping with

resources of the planet’s ecosystem. Furthermore, these

editing and, of course, the writers for their contributions.

consequences force development practitioners, and our
modern societies at large, to reconsider our actions. Beyond

We truly hope that incorporating more global perspectives

considering the direct impact of development, they require

into local discussions will strengthen the work being done in

us to expand the concept of sustainability to include the

the field and more importantly will promote environmental

ecosystem in which development is taking place. In this way,

considerations crucial for ensuring sustainable development.

the question of sustainability transitions from guaranteeing

For now, we hope you will enjoy reading our work.

development to ensuring sustainability of life.
These limitations can also reverse the relations between
the “developed” and the “developing”. As today developing
countries suffer the most from environmental consequences
caused by development, their role is promoting an alternative
is clear. Instead of the modern development becoming an
example for developing economies, the sustainability of
traditional cultures can become an example for the developed
world. As developing countries and especially traditional
cultures and indigenous people have long confronted the
question of living with limited and finite resources, they may
highlight best practices for ensuring sustainable economies.

Analysis

6

Fighting the Myths of the
Refugee Crisis
Noga Shanee
We are experiencing the most profound refugee crisis in living memory. But we remain largely unaware
of its true origins: environmental exploitation, forced resettlement, artificial resentments stoked into
conflict. Fighting environmental oppression can provide an entry point for addressing profound challenges across societies.
I have lived in Uganda for the last year, establishing a new

farming and indigenous communities from their ancestral

grassroots organization, Aniye, with a group of African

lands, leading to poverty and the loss of their cultures. Second,

activists. Our goal is to identify the root causes of the social

and contrary to common belief, many of the bloodiest conflicts

and environmental crises contributing to discrimination,

in Africa are triggered by the abundance, and not the scarcity,

poverty and forced migration in East Africa, and to promote

of natural resources. The majority of conflicts in Africa are

effective solutions both for those problems and for the people

funded, at least to some degree, through the exploitation

affected by them.

of natural resources such as petrol, diamonds, timber and
minerals.

Currently, there are around a million and a half refugees in
Uganda, originating from more than dozen war-torn African

The “Resource Curse” is a term used in academia to describe

countries. Although Uganda offers welcoming and relatively

the phenomena of resource-rich countries making inferior

safe conditions for refugees, high levels of unemployment

advances across a variety of social and economic measures,

and poverty leave the newcomers without job opportunities

in comparison to resource-poor countries. The theory

or social services. We believe that in order to change this

suggests that resource-dependent economies result in highly

dire situation, we first need to understand the root causes

dysfunctional states; this contributes to the deterioration of

of these people’s displacement, and its connection to global

the public sector, and the promotion of further unsustainable

economic systems and contemporary environmentalism.

economic policies. Armed conflicts are explained by the
Greed and Grievance theory, where “Greed” refers to the

We are currently in the midst of what is commonly referred

interests of multiple actors such as governments, elites, and

to as the worst refugee crisis in history, with an estimated

international corporations in controlling natural resources.

68.5 million forcefully displaced people worldwide. This social

This is a vertical relationship, those with access to resources

crisis is interrelated with environmental issues in multiple

controlling those who do not.

ways. First, the same economic forces that devastate the
environment also directly affect human populations. Mining

“Grievance” refers to resentment or competition between

for coltan, a mineral used in the production of cell phones

ethnicities or tribes, leading to civil wars. However, the

and electronics, in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),

relevance of Grievance is debatable, as antagonism between

endangers gorilla populations, and is also responsible for

tribes can be incited by Greed. For example, the civil war in

child slavery and provoking bloodshed. Oil exploitation in

South Sudan is one of the most brutal wars of the present

the Amazon leads to deforestation and pollution, violating

time. Rebels constantly loot and burn villages, raping and

indigenous rights and harming both humans and wildlife.

murdering their residents. 400,000 people have already been
killed, and millions have lost their homes. This war is largely

And while many westerners have heard about the devastation

tribal, mainly between the Dinka and the Nuer tribes. South

of orangutan populations by palm oil plantations in Asia, their

Sudan is very rich in resources, possessing large oil and mineral

effect on local populations is much less known. The creation

reserves. Research shows that in the hope of ensuring their

of these palm oil plantations cause the displacement of local

political survival and control of the country’s resources, the
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Picture By Noga Shanee, Uganda

“Our main goal is to better understand the real reasons
behind civil bloodshed in refugees’ countries of origin,
and to make this information accessible to them;”
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elite of South Sudan manipulate group identities, employing

An additional threat to local people is the recent land-grabbing

what is referred to as “psychological regulators” (fear, hatred,

phenomena related to Reducing Emission from Deforestation

resentment and rage). Ethnic hatred can also be incited by

and Forest Degradation (REDD) initiatives. International funds

groups in power, through deliberately affording inequitable

for carbon sequestration allow wealthy individuals, large

access to services such as health and education, limiting

environmental organizations and industries to buy or secure

political opportunities, and downgrading cultural status,

concessions over large tracts of land, excluding local people.

as well as through the unequal control and division of the

They sometimes retain the original vegetation; but in many

revenue derived from natural resources.

cases, the areas are deforested and replanted with intensive
monocultures, such as palm oil. In this way, REDD projects

The exploitation of natural resources by international

devastate both local communities and the environment.

companies is usually done in heavily guarded areas, cleansed
of local people. Oil concessions in Sudan, for example, have

At Aniye, we aim to bring change through various means.

been advertised as sited on uninhabited lands. However,

We teach English and other skills to refugees in Kampala,

this is because paramilitaries have systematically cleared

broadening their employment opportunities. Refugee children

the areas of their inhabitants. These internally displaced

from families who can’t afford school fees are taught English,

people find themselves looking for new lands, often resulting

and also get to enjoy play time. We advocate for the protection

in territorial fights. Therefore, it has been argued, both by

of refugees’ legal rights, and we are involved in the campaign

academics and by the South Sudanese refugees I spoke with,

to end Israel’s shameful treatment of refugees, its policies in

that this civil war is anything but spontaneous disagreement

complete disregard of international treaties. But our main goal

between the tribes. The same was stated about the close to

is to better understand the real reasons behind civil bloodshed

70 different rebel groups fighting each other and terrorizing

in refugees’ countries of origin, and to make this information

the population of the DRC. The DRC is one of the most richly

accessible to them; promoting peace by explaining that the

endowed countries, with regard to mineral resources, in the

real enemy is not their neighbor, but rather the economic

world; nevertheless, it is the second poorest country in the

systems that use and abuse them.

world according to Global Finance, and the conflict in the
country is considered one of the bloodiest since World War II.

This is a long process: it is based on building trust between
us and refugee communities, through conversations, talks

A growing base of academic literature challenges mainstream

and joint activities showing them different realities; training

environmental discourse by concluding that there is very

communal leaders and activists to understand and respond

weak or no evidence pointing to a direct relationship between

to socio-environmental threats; preparing easy-to-access

climate change related phenomena, such as short term

awareness-building materials in the local languages; and

warming, droughts or floods, and armed conflicts. Rather,

presenting lectures and academic talks in local universities.

it is the conservation initiatives and climate change mitigation
strategies, in the main based on neoliberal, colonialist
interventions, that in fact create and aggravate social conflicts.
The idea of “protected areas” arrived in Africa with colonialism;
it always applied exclusively to local Africans, and was often
enforced violently. It is thought that this system, known as
“fines and fences,” broke the ancient equilibrium between
African people and nature, and is one of the causes of the
current environmental crisis in the continent. Clashes between
conservation activities and the human rights of local people
are escalating all over Africa, and exclusion has been elevated
to “shoot to kill” policies in many countries. The global numbers
of “conservation refugees” is constantly growing, including
the many indigenous ethnicities that have been abused and
socially ruined. Some of the most notorious recent cases
include the Maasai in Tanzania and Kenya, the Baka pygmies
in Cameroon, and the Acholi in northern Uganda.
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From the Field

Climate change, Education and
Sustainable Development in
Dominica
Michal Bar and Arch. Yehonatan Bar, IsraAID
Village schools are the heart of community life in Dominica. Informed by traditional building techniques, a new school-building initiative will strengthen community cohesion: as shelters and protection
against hurricanes, and as a symbol (and a reminder) of the historical commitment to resilience and
regeneration.
In September 2017, Hurricane Maria pounded the Eastern

The model developed by the team promoted a shared

Caribbean island of Dominica, home to around 75,000 people.

understanding of design principles, outlined the

Winds of 185 mph demolished over 90% of the island’s

considerations that lay at the base of resilient school design

infrastructure, including homes, roads, and public institutions,

in Dominica, and “reconnected the dots” by mapping existing

and caused at least 37 fatalities. As the island recovers and

knowledge and tools.

rebuilds, the overwhelming level of destruction caused by the
hurricane has generated a public discussionaround issues of
climate resilience. Overcoming future hazards would require
the adoption of new methods of construction and design.
School buildings perform a vital socio-cultural function in
Dominica’s most remote rural villages, where the school
is often the community’s sturdiest building. The island’s
education system serves over 18,000 children through 50
early childhood centers and 73 schools, reaching students,
teachers, and parents in every community on the island.
Schools therefore provide a unique and ready-made audience
for inculcating a culture of climate resilience and preparedness.
In light of this, the Ministry of Education, in partnership with

Drawing lessons from the local community

UNICEF and IsraAID specialists, undertook the challenge
of designing school structures able to withstand potential

At the center of our best practices study were the Kalinago

climate hazards.

indigenous community. The Kalinago, a pre-Columbian
indigenous island-based tribe, have resided in the Caribbean

Pedagogy, Climate, and Community

since as early as 5000 BC. Because Dominica was the last
Caribbean island to be colonized, it remained a home for

As a first step to addressing this challenge, the team analysed

pre-Columbian tribal societies, like the Kalinago, that had

the local structures that had survived the hurricane to identify

been wiped out in other locations. Today, a community of

best practices. This was coupled with a mapping of the needs

3,000 Kalinago lives in their self-named territory in Dominica.

of the education system and students, and the broader context
of the local community. Thus, an understanding of the ways

The rich cultural heritage of the Kalinago includes the use

in which school buildings are used provided a conceptual

of traditional construction practices that can be adapted

anchor for creating a sustainable, locally-driven solution for

to answer contemporary needs. Using raw materials from

improving safety and resilience.

their surroundings, Kalinago builders create structures
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that are well-adapted to their environment. Their Karbet, a
traditional communal longhouse used for village gatherings
and celebrations, presented an opportunity to adopt their
traditional approach with a modern twist. We found that
using adapted Kalinago indigenous construction methods
not only sheds light on how to face up to climate challenges,
but also has an empowering effect on local communities.

Environment and climate-oriented design
Climate resilience and environmental design go hand in hand:
structural conditions and energy efficiency are inherently
linked, distinctly interdependent, and entirely complementary.
In the case of Dominica, the harsh terrain—tested by some
of the world’s heaviest rainfall, persistent seismic activity,
and the island's location within the hurricane belt—defines
the country’s need to address the high vulnerability of its
infrastructure to disasters.
Indigenous construction models, such as the Karbet, can be
leveraged to create hurricane-resilient schools. The Karbet,
like many other indigenous shelters, is based on an A-frame
section. This formation gives the building high wind resistance,
as it transfers the structural loads generated by high-winds
directly to the ground. The tall-steep-roof section, combined
with the long-rectangular-rounded layout, reduces wind
turbulence around the building, and is a good example of

The local context and pedagogical needs
The primary function of a school building is the daily education
of children. In addition, building design can encourage
specific behaviors and promote respectful and safe learning
environments. Through extensive review and a participatory
data collection process, the team examined crucial features
of the school premises.
Issues considered included classroom size; placement of
window and door locks; location, structure, and division of
toilet facilities, taking into account sensitivities around sex
and gender; outdoor spaces and playgrounds; and siting
management offices and teachers’ rooms so as to allow
maximum supervision. Considering the local aspects of
school design, the team also found that integrating traditional
aesthetics within school structures can contribute to students’

simple design principles adapted well to extreme climate
conditions.

“In addition, appropriate
usage of local raw materials has environmental and
cultural benefits, such as
climate compatibility and
the conservation of traditional crafts and aesthetic
values.”

understanding of their own tradition, history and local identity.

Off the grid
The extensive damage to schools caused by Hurricane Maria
dealt a heavy blow to the education system, which struggled
to resume its routine. Thus, one of the key features of our
process is imparting “off-grid” capabilities to school buildings,
such as water storage equipment, water supply through
harvesting gravitational systems, solar panels and sewage
treatment facilities. These features can improve resilience,
and the capacity of schools to recover quickly and support
nearby communities in emergency situations.

Hazard mapping workshop, June 2018, Dominica.
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An A-frame section. This formation gives
the building high wind resistance, as it
transfers the structural loads generated by
high-winds directly to the ground

the long-rectangular-rounded layout, reduces
wind turbulence around the building

Building material

The traditional Karbets, being large buildings around 60

Traditionally, all the construction materials used by the

shelters in times of need. 17th century visitors to Dominica

Kalinago people came from the land around them. Of
course, today, industrial and imported building materials
are more readily available. We found, however, that some
of the Kalinago's traditional raw materials for construction
performed very well, even within Dominica’s harsh weather

feet long and 30 feet wide, were also used as community
even described the giant Karbets as reaching up to 145 feet
long, capable of hosting more than 150 people.
An interesting example of how to blend traditional and
modern design can be seen with the Community Resource

conditions.

Centre in the Kalinago Territory (pictured), which was built

“Amazingly enough, here in the Kalinago territory… some

center proved itself as a durable building while retaining

community members rebuilt their wind-proof houses solely
from natural materials, anchoring wood trunks in the ground
to stabilize the structure and using banana leaves as a sealing
material,’’ a Kalinago community mobilizer explained. To
some extent, the lack of available industrial and imported
construction materials in the months after Maria pushed
the community to revert to previous practices and utilize

in 2015. With a design inspired by indigenous culture, the
full structural integrity during the last hurricane season. This
structure is a distinct expression of local heritage, materials
and aesthetics, which contributes to local pride and increases
the community’s sense of ownership over the center.

Conclusion

traditional building methods for reconstruction.

Through dialogue with the local community and observing

In addition, appropriate usage of local raw materials has

this article aims to provide today's designers with valuable

environmental and cultural benefits, such as climate
compatibility and the conservation of traditional crafts and
aesthetic values. In a broader sense, the use of local resources,
suppliers, labor, and services can create income-generating
opportunities, through which the school can help revive the

local indigenous and vernacular construction techniques,
insights for approaching planning in regions prone to extreme
natural events such as hurricanes and earthquakes. These
recommendations for multi-hazard resilient school design
are inspired by local community knowledge, which has been
refined for generations. Integrating this knowledge into the

local economy.

school structure can amplify the importance of local culture

Thinking community

sense of physical and cultural security, both during and after

School buildings can and do serve as the heart of a community.

higher resilience to natural hazards, and optimal adaptation

In rural Dominica, schools serve as a place of gathering and
can be counted on as community shelters during emergencies.

and traditions, and support cultural diversity. This promotes a
the hurricane season. Thus, we can create buildings with a
to environmental conditions.
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Castle Bruce primary school, Dominica December 2017

New-town French school (Photo courtesy: Lennox Honychurch)

Post-Hurricane David design (1980s). This school was made entirely from
available, local materials. Fallen timber after the hurricane was utilized to create the wooden frame and roof shingles. Locally made clay bricks were used
for the walls. This locally fabricated project was intended to provide employ.ment to skilled professionals, training young people in construction
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Analysis

Leapfrogging, Access to Energy,
and the Environment in the
Developing World
Hagit Freud
Solar Home Systems (SHS) harness renewable sources of energy, and are transforming the lives of millions without access to electricity. It's a great starting point, but more must be done to ensure that this
resource remains an affordable boost for sustainable development.
The term "leapfrogging" is used to describe a technological

world. In addition, new technologies are constantly emerging,

jump which skips a phase or more in that technology’s

offering better, more effective, and possibly cheaper ways of

evolution process. It is frequently used to describe disruptive

producing energy, alongside new methods of connecting

technologies in the developing world. The best examples can

the unconnected.

be found in the communications sector, where billions of users
in the developing world "skipped" the stage of owning land-

This corresponds with another strong trend of recent years,

line telephones, "leapfrogging" directly to mobile phones.

that of taking the environment into account, especially in the
energy sector. This means the adoption of environmentally

In much the same way, some mobile users leapfrogged

friendly energy production methods, reducing the hazard

computers and went directly to using smartphones. Moreover,

of resource-exploiting practices, and seeking renewable

mobile phone users in East Africa pioneered the use of mobile

energy alternatives.

wallets (through M-Pesa and mobile money- a technology
that allows people to receive, store and spend money using a

Looking at SDG 7 “Affordable and Clean Energy” and reading

basic mobile phone.) and leapfrogged from the cash economy

through its targets, it becomes clear how those two trends

to mobile payments, skipping the use of bank accounts and

work together. The first target is to ensure universal access

credit cards.

to electricity. This means connecting the unconnected, who
are mostly in developing countries. The second target is to

The leapfrogging effect holds a great promise of swiftly

substantially increase the use of renewable sources of energy.

progressing towards better technologies and providing

In my understanding, this is a simple 1+1, an indication of

accessible solutions which can reach the masses. Other sectors

the global trend of nudging developing countries with the

are also trying to take leapfrogging steps and provide such

pressing need to develop their energy sector to use renewable

access. One such sector in which this trend is very visible is

sources of energy. It seems logical that given the knowledge

the energy sector.

and technology we have available nowadays, developing
countries do not have the need to copy-paste the polluting

Most developing countries have limited grid capacity and

and environmentally unfriendly structure of the energy sector

are unable to provide large proportions of their populations

in the developed world.

ready access to electricity. For example, in Uganda, a country
with a population of over 42 million people, only 26% of

However, I would like to take a critical look at some of the

the population have access to electricity. Given the high

issues that are arising as the developing world takes the

investment needed to establish grid infrastructure, and the

global lead in adopting renewable sources of energy. This is

enormous task of connecting hundreds of millions of people

occurring not only on the national level, with governments

in rural areas, it is hard to imagine developing countries copy-

around the world trying to harness their resources (sun, wind,

pasting the existing energy sector structure in the developed

hydro-power and more) and build "green" energy plants
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powered by renewable sources, but also on smaller scales
and in what we call the consumer market.
The promise of leapfrogging into renewables is can be seen in
the energy sector in East Africa, along with many other parts
of the developing world, where many people without access
to grid electricity are investing in Solar Home Systems (SHS).
These are small portable electricity systems, not connected to
the national grid, that can provide energy to any place with
access to sunshine. It is possible to find solar lanterns, and
even small- to medium-sized solar panels in grocery stores
and markets across the region, even its most remote corners.
It is obvious that solar energy is changing the landscape.
Places far removed from the grid have an alternative, clean
source of energy. However, a deep dive into the sector reveals
that it will take much more than technology alone for this
attempted leapfrog to happen. On the ground, the private
sector is taking the lead, and filling in where governments
have failed in serving their population. The private sector is

“new technologies are
constantly emerging,
offering better, more
effective, and possibly
cheaper ways of producing
energy, alongside new
methods of connecting the
unconnected.”

asking donors and governments for support and assistance in
establishing this new sector. New business models are being
introduced, which would allow unbanked and low-income
populations to acquire solar systems over time.
There is good cause to be optimistic. Millions of people in the
developing world, previously unconnected to grid electricity,
now have access to alternative sources of energy. Millions of
new users have electricity in their houses; the ability to charge
their phones easily allows them to do a lot more thanks to
this access. However, I would like to shed light on some of the
challenges and problems that are arising from this evolving
trend. In Israel, the pioneers in solar energy usage were the
Bedouin communities in the Negev. One can assume that
it was not environmental concerns that pushed them into
becoming early adaptors, but rather the institutional neglect
of infrastructure development in their villages, in line with
political considerations (which are beyond the scope of this
short essay). In the same way, I want to argue, early adopters
in the developing world are not opting for solar energy for
environmental reasons, but rather have been pushed to use
it, in the absence of other alternatives. (It is worth noting
that in the meantime, the realities of the developed world
are hardly being pushed that same way…)

Looking at SHS from a development point of view, there
are several challenges. SHSs are currently sold all over East
Africa. At a minimum, these systems can produce light and
charge a phone; and at most, they have the capacity to power
larger appliances, like televisions. However, commonplace
electric devices, such as refrigerators and washing machines,
consume too much electricity to be supported by common
SHS units. This is one example of how the quality or value that
such a connection can provide is not of the same standard
as connection to the grid. Another disturbing problem is
reflected in the price per energy unit. With SHS units currently
on the market in east Africa, the energy unit cost is much
higher than energy unit cost for the national grid. This means
that SHS users must pay more, and for a lower quality of
energy.
In addition, there is the assumption that access to energy
(such as by owning a SHS) improves one's economic status.
However, most studies on this topic have not been able to
confirm this assumption. While it is clear that investment
in extending the national grid will lead to financial growth,
off-grid systems are yet to establish a similar link.
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From another economic point of view, many of the current

developing countries, and specifically their lower income

SHS manufacturers are extracting money from periphery into

and rural populations, are leading the way in the massive

an industry based in the center, mostly internationally owned.

adoption of renewable energy sources, and in creating an

And as much as this intervention relies on private sector to

alternative, more sustainable energy sector. However, while

take the lead in connecting the unconnected, a recent study

home-based renewables are part of this solution, by providing

suggests that 30-50 million very poor and 100-120 million

energy access to millions of persons not reached by the

isolated rural households will remain unaddressed by the

grid, these technologies still have a long way to go—both

current market-based approaches.

in terms of cost and capacity—before they can be seen as an
adequate solution to the challenge of promoting renewable

To try and summarize this complex topic, and to highlight
these trends from where I am standing: it’s clear that

Picture By Hagit Freud, Benin

energy sources.
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Op-Ed

Ecofeminism Revisited:
Reconceptualizing a Gender Approach
to Environmental Conservation
Hannah Reinl
Rubaya, a village in Rwanda, is a trail-blazing example of gender-sensitive environmental reform.
Gender-aware approaches to building community resilience—recognizing that women and men suffer
differently from the impact of environmental degradation—are crucial for sustainable development.
Since its establishment in 2010, Rubaya, Rwanda’s first

relevance” towards growing recognition of gender as critical to

“green village,” has been a trailblazer for the country’s “quiet

determining the relationship between individual vulnerability

sustainable development revolution”. Guided by a women-

and environmental degradation.3

1

led cooperative, the village has improved its agricultural
productivity by combating soil erosion and deforestation

According to UNDP, Women, for instance, are 14 times

through terracing and tree planting; built several biogas plants

more likely than men to die in chronic and catastrophic

to decrease its dependency on firewood; and increased water

environmental hazard situations. Women also make up 70%

supply through maintaining rainwater reservoirs. Together,

of the world’s poor; while people living in poverty are likely

these measures have not only significantly improved the

to be affected first and most seriously by environmental

livelihoods of the community’s residents, and particularly

destruction.4 Rural women in particular often bear the

those of local women and girls, but have also succeeded in

cost of environmental degradation, in the form of poor

promoting sustainable development and strengthening the

harvests, lack of access to clean water, and longer journeys

community’s resilience against environmental degradation.

in search of firewood, as they tend to be more dependent on
communal resources and subsistence farming.5 Yet, there is

Where deforestation, for instance, had previously led to

a substantial gap between women’s particularly high stake

women and girls spending three or four hours of the day

in environmental conservation and their ability to act on it:

collecting firewood, the use of biogas fuel has freed their

from the community to the international level, women remain

time up for attending school, while the forests around the

significantly underrepresented in institutions responsible for

village are slowly recovering. Today, Rubaya is considered

developing environmental policy.

a model community in Rwanda’s plan to establish green
villages throughout the country—a process in which the

Gender-blind approaches to environmental conservation,

explicit inclusion and empowerment of women is seen as

which neglect to address women’s higher vulnerability

key for ensuring that solutions serve every member of the

to environmental degradation and their lack of access to

community.

political representation, are thus bound to perpetuate

2

existing inequalities and will likely fail to produce successful
The story of Rubaya Village is only one manifestation of a long-

mitigation strategies. As the case of Rubaya Village shows,

overdue paradigmatic shift, from perceiving environmental

improving the representation of women in environmentalist

degradation as a “human crisis in which gender has no

discourse and policy formation can be a first step towards

1 UNDP- United Nations Development Programme (2010): Gender and Disasters, Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery.
2 UN Environment (2017): Women Take the Lead in Rwanda’s First “Green Village”, Oct. 2017.
3 Sherilyn MacGregor (2010): Gender and climate change: from impacts to discourses, Journal of the Indian Ocean Region, 6:2: pp. 223-238
4 World Hunger Education: Women and Hunger Facts
5 Bina Agarwal (2000): Conceptualising environmental collective action: why gender matters, in: Cambridge Journal of Economics, 2000, 24: pp. 283-310
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raising awareness of gendered differences in experiencing

dominant critique denounced its essentializing tendencies

impacts of environmental destruction, and the need to

that assumed an either biologically or historically determined

develop gender-sensitive solutions.

connection between women and nature, citing women’s
role as care-takers or their embodied experiences such as

However, the interaction of gender and environment

childbirth or menstruation cycle.12 Assuming a universal

highlights the need for a more profound engagement with

caring attitude of women towards nature, critics claimed,

the underlying social structures shaping human-nature

would not only reinforce inequality by employing existing

relations. Environmental behavior, individual vulnerability to

dualisms, but also homogenize women’s experience.13

environmental hazards, access to institutional representation
and contextual environmental knowledge are significantly
determined by pre-existing social norms, gendered division
of labor, and gendered differences in resource allocation.

6

Investigating the root causes of gendered vulnerabilities
is therefore key to strengthening community resilience to
environmental degradation and promoting environmentally
sustainable development.
I want to suggest that gender-sensitive environmental reform
can draw from the theoretical framework of Ecofeminism,
a concept that emerged alongside the environmental and
anti-nuclear proliferation movements of the mid-1970s.7
Ecofeminism’s central tenet is that the same ideologies
that promote the subordination of women in society also
sanction environmental degradation8, stemming from a
patriarchal logic that shapes both human-human and
human-nature interactions.9 This logic is understood to
be reflected in the binary perception of the world as sets
of morally charged and hierarchical dualisms like culture-

“Women also make
up 70% of the world’s
poor; while people
living in poverty are
likely to be affected
first and most seriously
by environmental
destruction.”

nature, male-female, reason-emotion or human-nature,
privileging a hegemonic masculinity, to which the feminine—

Due to this early stigmatization of Ecofeminism as an

emotions, bodies, nature—is only of instrumental value.

10

essentialist approach, and its failure to articulate an

In ecofeminist thought, environmental degradation and

“acceptable theoretical language for environmental social

women’s subordination are intersecting oppressions which

scientists”, few feminist scholars pursued the ecofeminist

sustain patriarchal domination.11

project.14 Environmentalist discourse subsequently shifted
towards technical and policy solutions for material impacts,

Despite its potential for theorizing gendered approaches to

and away from critical engagement with the ideological

environmental issues, Ecofeminism’s considerable conceptual

foundations of environmental degradation and individual

weaknesses were soon exposed to heavy criticism. The most

vulnerability to it.15

6 Ibid
7 Mary Phillips (2016): Embodied care and Planet Earth: ecofeminism, maternalism and post-maternalism, in: Australian Feminist Studies, 31: 90: pp. 468-485.
8 Damayanti Banerjee and Michael Bell (2007): Ecogender: Locating Gender in Environmental Social Science, in: Society and Natural Resources, 20:1: pp. 3-19
9 Plumwood, V. (1993): Feminism and the mastery of nature. New York: Routledge, 1993
10 Mary Philips (2016): Embodied care and Planet Earth.
11 Susan Buckingham (2014): Ecofeminism in the 21st Century, in: The Geographical Journal, 170: 2: pp. 146-154
12 Mary Phillips (2016): Embodied care and Planet Earth.
13 Bina Agarwal (2000): Conceptualising environmental collective action
14 Damayanti Banerjee and Michael Bell (2007): Ecogender
15 Sherilyn MacGregor (2010): Gender and climate change
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Given the need for a more relational and structural

As in the case of Rubaya Village, such an understanding

understanding of gender, environment and society, it seems

could translate into building community institutions

worthwhile, however, to revisit ecofeminist theory and to

that place decision-making in the hands of traditionally

reconceptualize it towards a Critical Ecofeminism. A Critical

marginalized groups to find solutions that serve all

Ecofeminism that rejects essentializing tendencies and

members of a community. Critical Ecofeminism promotes

incorporates more recent concepts of feminist scholarship,

an environmentalist policy that is not only concerned with

would constitute an approach that still embraces gender as

the material impacts of environmental degradation, but

a critical variable determining the interaction of humans and

also with the inequitable distribution of these impacts. In

the environment, but is also concerned with how gender

combining a structural understanding of social categories,

intersects with other social categories such as race, class

environmentalist research, and a normative agenda that is

or caste.16 Instead of assuming a universalized gendered

inherently critical of patterns of oppression, reconceptualizing

experience, critical ecofeminist thought could then provide

Ecofeminism thus offers a suitable framework for theorizing

analytical space for exploring how an individual’s location

human interaction with the environment and for informing

within the intersection of political, social, and economic power

critical environmentalist discourse and practice.

structures shapes both women’s and men’s interaction with
the environment, the extent to which they are impacted by
environmental degradation, and their ability to act on its
protection.17

Picture By Liel Maghen, Rwanda

16 Susan Buckingham (2014): Ecofeminism in the 21st Century
17 Anna Kaijser and Kronsell, Annica (2013): Climate change through the lens of intersectionality, in: Environmental Politics
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From the Field

One Community Under the Sun: A SolarPowered Community Regeneration
Project
Yael Shemer
Israel's “Shikun” public housing projects have suffered from years of neglect. Encouraging residents to
lease their rooftops to solar energy companies might provide a lifeline—and engender a new community
spirit at the same time.
Almost anywhere you go in Israel, but especially in the

strengthening and upgrading the older apartment buildings,

peripheral towns in the north or south, and on the outskirts

to protect them from earthquakes and to increase urban

of large cities, you will see them—the Shikun buildings.

housing units in high demand areas. The developers, in return,

They are a product of the social welfare state, characterized

get to add two additional floors to the buildings.

by an identical architectural typology: the planning model
chosen to be the foundation of entire neighborhoods, a way

This results in an unsustainable situation, with many veteran

to provide housing, on a large scale, for thousands of Jewish

residents forced to cash out, due to higher maintenances fees

immigrants. Starting in the 1950s, extensive construction was

or the need of money—they cash out and move to cheaper

undertaken to create public housing projects for evacuees

locations. Similarly to gentrification, urban communities

of the ma'abarot transit camps. During this period, public

who were formed based on their geo-cultural heritage are

housing constituted about one-half of the housing supply

experiencing fractures in their homes and communal identity,

in the country.

through the lack of permanence in new locations, often out
of context.

These buildings can be recognized by their communal design:
a large flat roof, a generous ground floor, and a symmetrical

In many of the towns the south of Israel, the value of the

staircase, all allowing social interaction between neighbors.

land is too low to attract investment for overhaul such as

They were built, as public housing, by two state-owned

through "TAMA 38," since there’s neither the need or the

companies, Amidar and Amigor. In the 1980s and 1990s,

desire for concentrated development. In addition, because

many of these apartment projects were privatized by the

many of the buildings lack Residents' Committees or other

government, the apartments sold at subsidized prices to

means of self-governance, debts from unpaid communal

their tenants, mostly immigrants from Romania and the

electricity bills have been left to pile up for decades.

Former Soviet Union. Today, the average “Shikun” building
has a variety of apartment owners: locals, investors, and the

However, these buildings have one thing in common—a

remaining tenants of state-owned public housing initiatives.

large flat roof, perfect for the installation of solar panels.
This provides an opportunity to "organize," and to create a

Due to the gradual yet consistent privatization of the

source of revenue generation for the building, by the building.

apartments, transferring ownership from the state to private

Residents working together can lease the roof of their building

individuals, the general condition of the Shikun buildings

to an energy company, and receive as much as NIS 10,000

has deteriorated over the last decades. In the central regions

a year, which they can split between themselves or use to

of Israel, where demand for new apartments is high, "TAMA

cover shared maintenance and electricity costs, and even

38" has become the prime mechanism for overhauling

community events.

and renovating them. This is being done mostly by real
estate developers, who lead the construction program by
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This presents a new form of alternative urban renovation.
Apartment owners can also pool together to purchase outright
solar panel systems, by splitting the costs between themselves
and spreading out repayments over a number of years. This
has created a new way for lower-income communities to
invest money, with an attractive Return on Investment (ROI)
of 6 years, and a yield of almost 13%. Urban solar panel

“However, these buildings have
one thing in common—a large flat
roof, perfect for the installation
of solar panels.”

installation can also reduce electricity costs for individual
households, costs which have been going up over the last
years. Furthermore, banks are now open to fully funding the
installation of solar panel systems.
If this is the case, then why are there close-to-zero solar
panel systems installations on the approximately 30,000
Shikun buildings in Israel? Why haven't renewable energy
sources been looked at as a tool for social empowerment for
lower-income households? Why doesn't the government set
regulations supporting the spread of solar energy to more
demographics?
Even though the number of solar energy companies has
multiplied in just a few years, and regulations are in full
favor of solar energy (Israel must reach its Paris Agreement
targets—17% of all energy from renewable sources by
2030, currently 2.5%), the solar energy sector skips shared
apartment buildings. It is much more convenient for solar
energy entrepreneurs to install panels on a private house,
an industrial space, a farm or a range.
This creates a problematic scenario, whereby the populations
who do enjoy the benefits of solar and clean energy are
mostly the wealthier segments of Israeli society. Every year,
the country determines a limit on the amount of electricity
produced by solar energy—and this limit ends up serving the
same demographics. In addition, the current law states that
in order to use the roof of a shared apartment building for
solar panel systems, there must be 100% resident agreement,
which is close to impossible.
Over the last three months, I took on this mission—to promote
the use of solar energy in the cities of the peripheral south
of Israel, to spread awareness of a model of what I saw as an
alternative source of community empowerment and urban
renovation. Together with my co-founder Yishai Lehavi, we
started Tulou, an initiative dedicated to promoting energy
efficiency in apartment building. We partnered with the
municipality of Mitzpe Ramon, chose 11 Shikun buildings, and
started to help them form Residents' Committees, together
with 14 local students and residents from the town. I’ve
spent the last three months knocking on the doors of over

100 apartments, talking to residents of Shikun buildings,
about both organizing to lease building roofs to solar energy
company, or alternatively purchasing the system themselves.
The second option did not catch, due to the residents' fear
of investing money in a new field, lack of trust between
neighbors, suspiciousness on the part of the municipality,
and a wide-spread fear of radiation.
It was surprising to realize the real barriers to promoting
solar energy. About 50% of the residents we interviewed
did not want to have solar panels on their roof, because they
believed that it was a health hazard, a source of dangerous
radiation. Counter to this, It was also surprising to see how
many people had the desire to fix their living environments,
and were willing to consider solar panel installation as a
solution for creating a much-needed revenue stream for
their buildings, managed by the newly-formed residents'
committee.
Now, we have reached the end of the project in Mitzpe
Ramon; we are closed to getting three Shikun buildings to
install solar energy panels, by leasing their roofs to a solar
energy company, and then using the revenue for shared
maintenance services, such that the residents have no costs
besides leasing the roof to a solar energy company.
Solar energy can be both an economical investment for
lower-income population and a tool for saving money and
generating revenue. When a family or a community invest in
solar panels or rents its roof to a solar company, the residents
have more means to deal with increased prices. In addition,
buying a solar system for an average roof is far cheaper
investment than buying an apartment- with a great yield
and return of investment.
In the future, we hope to lobby our legislators to increase
the existing limit for the production of solar energy, but just
from shared buildings in the south of the country, so that
lower-income populations will be able to contribute to the
mandatory criteria for the use of renewable energy.
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A Project at a Glance

Organic Agriculture as Source
o f Eco n o m i c a n d Ed u ca t i o n a l
E m p o w e r m e n t i n Ta n z a n i a
Fabian Bulugu
Organic farming has the potential to yield a bountiful harvest—domestic and international—for Tanzanian
farmers. Alongside community initiatives to raise awareness with stakeholders, it is important that the
government takes the necessary steps to support this budding prospect for environmental empowerment.
Organic farming can be defined as a holistic and ecologically

and stakeholders increases, the demand for professional

balanced approach to crop and animal production. It is a

services in the sector will also increase; this will also create

production system that sustains the health of soil, ecosystems

opportunities for service providers in the sector.

and people; it relies on ecological processes, biodiversity
and cycles adapted to local conditions, rather than the

Do organic farmers have reliable markets for their products?

use of inputs with adverse effects. This article looks at how

According to TOAM, organic products are in demand in

the organic agriculture sector in Tanzania can serve as a

Tanzania, especially with the expatriate community including

tool for empowerment and education, given the benefits

tourists, the health conscious, and clients with health concerns

offered by the organic subsector; the article will examine

such as high blood pressure and diabetes. The main supply

the opportunities and challenges, as well as the potential

sources for the organic markets in Tanzania are retail outlets

role for Kaima Tanzania.

and processing outlets, which include specialized processing
outlets and non-specialized processing outlets.

Even though organic agriculture has been practiced in
Tanzania for quite a long time, one must make an important

Given the fact that the local market is still underdeveloped,

distinction between two forms of organic agriculture, namely

most organic products made in Tanzania at the present time

organic agriculture by default and organic agriculture by

are aimed at the export market in developed countries,

design. Organic agriculture by default refers to that form of

especially the United States and Europe. About 200 million

organic agriculture that occurs naturally, mainly because

tons of organic products are said to be exported from Tanzania

small-scale farmers cannot afford the costs associated with

annually.

modern synthetic farming. Organic agriculture by design,
on the other hand, is the form of organic agriculture that

What are the major challenges faced by the organic agriculture

results from the awareness, among stakeholders and the

sector in Tanzania? The principal constraints in the Tanzania

general public, of the benefits that organic farming presents.

organic farming sector can be categorized into economic and
trade related constraints; policy, regulatory and bureaucratic

According to the Tanzania Organic Agriculture Movement

constraints; and infrastructural constraints. Economic and

(TOAM), the organic agriculture subsector in Tanzania presents

trade constraints refer to high cost of certification, which

a range of opportunities, including crop production and

make it difficult for small-scale farmers to certify their goods

animal production. But so far the focus has been on crop

as organic products. This prevents the farmers from accessing

production alone! Promoting and improving the organic

international markets, which contributes to slowing the pace

animal production field will expand opportunities in the

of the development of the organic market in the country.

organic farming sector. The organic processing of organic
products, in order to add value, is another opportunity that

Policy, regulatory and bureaucratic constraints emerge

can be explored. As awareness among the general public

from the lack of clear policies to guide organic production,
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as well as complex and costly regulatory and certification
processes. Collectively, this means that producers receive little
support from the government, and experience complications
in obtaining the required permits. This undermines the
development of the organic industry sector in Tanzania.
Lack of effective and well developed infrastructures and
marketing systems leads to organic farmers not fully
benefiting from organic farming. For example, products
that are organic by default are mixed with products which
are organic by design and goods produced by other means,
such as those produced with the use of synthetic fertilizers.
This makes it difficult to trace and identify products that are
purely organic in origin. Poor infrastructure leads to irregular or
late supply of orders; unprofessional packaging and labeling,
as well as the paucity of certified products all contribute to

“Given the opportunities
prevailing in the organic
agriculture sec tor in
Tanzania, the next question
to ask is: what should be the
role of Kaima Tanzania, as
far as organic farming is
concerned?”

slowing the expansion of Tanzania's organic products markets.
Given the opportunities that the local, regional and
international markets present for organic products, the organic
sector in Tanzania can serve as a source for empowerment
and education. First, a fully developed organic farming
industry can promote economic empowerment by creating
employment and generating income for various actors along
the production chain. Actors in the sector include farmers,
processors, transporters and service providers.
Given the need for awareness creation, and capacity creation
and development for actors in the organic agriculture sector in
Tanzania, it is evident that there is a need for an education and
training programming that will empower the various actors
through knowledge of the best organic farming practices,
principles of environmental protection and preservation,
the nutritional and health values of organic products, and
value addition for organic products.

Pictures by Fabian Bulugu, Tanzania

Given the opportunities prevailing in the organic agriculture
sector in Tanzania, the next question to ask is: what should
be the role of Kaima Tanzania, as far as organic farming is
concerned? The promotion of a sustainable organic farming
sector fits well with the education and training, as well as
the economic model of Kaima Tanzania; it also works well
with its goal of using sustainable agriculture to reduce
youth unemployment and poverty. Significant effort will
be needed, however, to change existing farming practices
from subsistence to commercial agriculture.
Through its economic and education model adopted from
Kaima farm in Israel, Kaima Tanzania provides an opportunity
for the transformation of agricultural practices in Tanzania.
Already, with support in the form of seed money from Glocal
at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and the Matanel

23
Foundation, Kaima Tanzania has successfully shown the
way towards addressing these challenges. This program will
continue to support the education of young Tanzanians in
the use of the recommended organic seeds and fertilizers
required to establish their crops and access the markets.
What can be done to ensure a sustainable organic sector
in Tanzania? The first suggested strategy for addressing
these challenges and fostering a sustainable organic
sector in Tanzania would be to link theories and practices.
As demonstrated by Glocal's support for the Kaima pilot
farm project, there is a need for the government, agencies
and partners to link agricultural theories and practices, so
as to address the challenges that combine to undermine
the development of the agriculture sector and the organic
subsector. Awareness creation and education with the general
public and other organic farming stakeholders is also needed,
so as to ensure that all actors are aware of the benefits of
organic farming, and the roles they can play in fostering the
development of organic sector in Tanzania.
Support for organic farmers' groups would also help farmers to
access information, technology and other resources connected
to the organic farming sector. Improvement in the production,
regulatory and marketing systems for organic products will
lead to increased quantity and quality for organic products.
Finally, there is a need to enhance collaboration and
knowledge-sharing between stakeholders, so as to
enhance the impact of interventions. It is the belief of this
author that a fully developed organic agriculture sector
in Tanzania can provide many economic and educational
opportunities for farmers and other actors in the sector.
As an organization focusing on promoting sustainable
agriculture as a tool for reduction of youth unemployment
and poverty, Kaima Tanzania can play a very significant role
in this direction.

Picture by Fabian Bulugu, Tanzania
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Interview

Drawing on Common Ground:
Lessons from the Arava Institute
Skyler Inman
How one institute in the Arava desert, born from the optimism of the Oslo Accords, still seeks to make
peace out of some of the scarcest resources in the Middle East.
Located on Kibbutz Ketura, not far from the border with

is bringing Israeli, Palestinian, Jordanian and international

Jordan, the Arava Institute has been educating Israelis,

students to study multiple environmental themes from

Palestinians, Jordanians, and international students to

cross-border perspectives. So they study renewable energy,

become environmental experts and advocates for cross-

water, political ecology, climate change, and so on. While

border collaboration since it was founded in 1996. Despite

the students from the region learn about the environmental

the fact that it has its roots in a very different political era,

interdependence, the internationals highlight key perspectives

the Institute continues with optimism and doggedness to

as “outsiders” to the conflict.

build peace through personal relationships, environmental
cooperation, and an understanding that nature does not

In addition to the environmentally focused classes, which

cleave to political boundaries.

all can be accredited by Bennington College, there’s another
course that’s compulsory and it is the peace building and

Recently, I spoke with Glocal alumna Shira Kronich, Strategy

environmental leadership program. So in addition to studying

and Operations Manager of the Track II Environmental Forum

cross-border issues from a more theoretical or academic

for the Arava Institute, about the Institute’s pedagogical

perspective, they’ve created a space that’s also meant to

philosophy, its students, and how changing politics have

facilitate discussion of the cultural, political, community

created a new mission for the Institute in the years to come.

challenges that doesn’t ignore the fact that there are

—

participants in the program who have maybe never met
an Israeli or a Palestinian before, and they don’t know how

Tell me a little bit about how you got involved
with the Arava Institute.

to broach the subject. And it’s always about creating a
community—a community of people living on campus, a
community of alumni, a community of people who want

A: [Working at the Arava Institute] was my first job after my

to become environmental change agents in the region and

undergrad degree in environmental engineering. For the

internationally.

first seven years, I was doing really practical, on-the-ground
research about how cross-border approaches to water project
development as a component of peace building—focusing on
how pragmatic, common-interest issues can bring together
Israeli, Palestinian, and Jordanian water experts together to
discuss solutions in a more sustainable way.

What types of people come to the Arava Institute,
and from where?

I’m interested in how it works with such a diverse
student body. For those students who have never
met an Israeli or a Palestinian before, what is it
like for them to encounter one another for the
first time in a classroom?
So, they actually live together. It’s a residential program, and
you have to live there for one of the two semesters, so they
definitely get to know one another during the orientation

The academic department is the core and the initial focus

week, but obviously that’s the question that the Arava

of the Arava Institute. What the institute was founded upon

Institute has kind of been developing an expertise in and
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modifying and improving in the last 25 years—which is, how
do you support this process of people meeting for the first
time so that it is, by and large, an informative, productive
kind of experience for Institute students? There’s a lot of
official outside-the-classroom activities, and there are three
facilitators currently leading the program. They teach things
like narrative, storytelling, compassionate listening, but
actually the industry that we work in has a lot of emphasis
on building group dynamics that are conducive to promoting
relationships. It’s kind of like a theory of change—that
relationships build trust, and that the first step towards peace
is trust-building. And we do that through the student body,
as well as in our cross-border research projects. Trust-building
is always underlying the process.

Most people speak about resources and
environmental challenges not as a potential
common ground for peace-building, but rather
as a cause for conflict. How exactly does the Arava
Institute try to change that narrative?
Well to be honest, environment, and particularly water, do
actually lead to cooperation. There’s a fair amount of research
that shows water scarcity actually promotes cooperation. It’s
still contested, but there are a lot of examples of programs
that even in conflict settings, the water—or rather resource
management—was one thing that both parties could, or
were forced to, agree on. The Arava Institute itself was an
outcome of the Oslo Agreements in that era of optimism, and
it was with the assumption that we need to build a body of
leaders who are going to be implementing this agreement,
who appreciate what water management looks like from
the Jordanian side, or, on the Palestinian side, what the
challenges are, what the opportunities are… And so that if
we can manage to live, all of us, in this region, there has to
be a lot more environmental leadership that has training and
awareness of the cross-border nature of resources.

Picture By Arava Institute

“ We l l t o b e h o n e s t,
environment, and
particularly water, do
a c t u a l l y l e a d to
cooperation.”
So that really was the guiding principle for our first 20 years—
promoting leadership through training and education.
And again, maybe the political reality forced it into being a
stepping stone towards creating peace and stability, but it
started out as this feeling that peace really was in sight, that
we were seeing how an agreement really could be reached,
but that we were lacking the capacity and skills within the
region to know how to implement it. And then very quickly
it became apparent that these things would have to be a
part of how a solution is reached.

How has the changing political landscape over
the past 25 years affected the operations and
mission of the Institute?
In 2016, the mission was reevaluated, and I think a part of that
was that we had been operating for 20 years and seeing the
political reality around us getting worse and not better. And
the major shift was moving from developing environmental
leaders to providing cross-border agreements. So, taking
a more active role in the political arena—saying that the
environment can actually be an impetus for agreement,
and actually a model of how people are coming together,
even in this time when so few people believe that there is a
partner [for peace] or see around them practical examples
of cooperation.

26
The principal methodology we have implemented for building

—

cooperation on the ground is the formation of working groups.

Although the Middle East is not one of the main contributors

The working groups are comprised of Israeli, Palestinian,

to worsening the effects of climate change, it will be one

Jordanian and international experts in their fields who work

of the world’s most effected areas, especially in regards to

together to address a pressing, transboundary environmental

desertification. This crisis, as the Arava Institute believes, may

problem in their area of expertise.

become an engine for bringing parties to the table and to
promote regional peace agreements. From this interview it

For example, the renewable energy working group, co-led by

is clear that environmental crisis has a potential to offer an

Israeli and Palestinian energy experts, is currently working on a

opportunity for change. As can be seen here, the environment

project that will greatly benefit Israeli and Palestinian farmers.

can become an important platform for cooperation, even

This group is currently developing “green kiln technology” for

across barriers of conflict.

the Jenin area in the West Bank in order to reduce the amount
of air pollution produced by the transboundary charcoal
industry. Another example is the climate change working
group that plan to build a regional climate change adaptation
center where Israeli, Jordanian, Palestinian and international
experts can work together on tackling transboundary issues
arising from climate change. This center will be able to make
policy recommendations and develop technologies to address
the most pressing problems arising from the changing climate,
and will be able to work with each country’s government
and intergovernmental organizations   

Picture By Liel Maghen, Jordan
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A Project at a Glance

Transition Town Movements:
Fostering Local Autonomy and
Environmental Awareness
Anya Shats
Fossil fuel dependence underlines continuing environmental degradation. The Transition Towns Movement
presents a different perspective: by transitioning from old habits and re-aligning our priorities, we can
identify the things that are important for our communities, and strengthen local resilience.
The Transition Town Movement has steadily expanded since

This is a particularly controversial topic, especially with

2005. Rob Hopkins, an environmental activist and writer,

politicians who are directed by economic and populist forces.

founded this movement and started the practice of it in the

But environmentalists will say, with no doubt in their heart

town of Totnes in England. But what is transition? What are

and mind, that we have reached a crucial period in history.

we transitioning from? Where are we transitioning to? And

Our world is being destroyed, to the point of no return. How

how do we achieve this? These are questions that I will try

can we improve the chances of all groups in society to live in

to answer in this short review.

a sustainable way, creating healthily and safe way of living?
The fundamental question Transition Movement rises is: What

Starting with the definition, according to the Oxford English

kind of a world do we want to see? What kind of a world

Dictionary, “Transition” is “The process or a period of changing

are we building for future generations? Its main statement

from one state or condition to another.” Now we may ask,

is that we should work towards a future where we are less

what is the current state of our world, our communities,

dependent on fossil fuels, we should seek to create a new

economies, and environment? There are many ways to answer

system, one that won't harm humans, non-humans or the

these questions.

environment.

Within the framework of the Transition Town Movement, the

The movement is focused on shifting from an oil dependency

answers begin with “fossil fuels.” The movement emerged

world to a local resiliency world. The noted activist and writer

out of two main concerns: climate change, and energy crises

Rob Hopkins explains community resilience by comparing it

(“peak oil”). We rely on fossil fuels (coal, oil and gas) for most

to the concept of resilience in nature: the ability of a system to

of our current energy needs and therefore our need for fossil

absorb disturbance and retain essentially the same function

fuels continues to grow. Forecasts show that sooner rather

and structure. One example is the natural regeneration of a

than later, our energy resources will run out, with devastating

forest after being burnt down. A sustainable community is

consequences for the global economy and global quality of

like a forest, the goal is to be strong and resilient in case an

life. Imagine a world without oil. What does this mean? No

oil or food shortage should occur. The community should

more transportation for holidays or work, no global trade,

be able to regenerate itself by adapting and responding to

no factories to make all our products and not to mention the

the new situation.

impact on food, technology and the list goes on. Almost every
aspect of our lives and our livelihood is based on oil, which

How do we start doing it? one main principle is working locally.

creates a fossil-fuel dependency. And unfortunately, the most

When the point of view is local, there is less environmental

disadvantaged and powerless people in our societies are

harm (less use of transportation, for example) and community

most affected by the rising prices of fuel and food, resource

life and economic resources are more likely to stay in the

shortages, and extreme weather events.

community.
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One example is “Transition Town Totnes” which began in
2006. For this local community, the Great Recession of 2008
made it clear that the current economic system was no longer
sustainable. Totnes Transition Town claims that it is possible—
indeed necessary—to challenge the idea of economic growth
in conventional terms. They did so by making things much
more local, by creating a local currency called the “Totnes
Pound.” The idea is to “recycle” the value of the money as
many times as possible within the community. For example:
A family buys its vegetables from a local grocery shop; the
shop gets the vegetables from a local farmer; the farmer
uses locally produced compost; and so on. The objective is
the eventual creation of a circular economy.
Another example is Greyton, an urban town in the Overberg
area of the Western Cape in South Africa. Residents started
a grassroot action that came up with new sustainable
alternatives by using the local network, NGOs, schools, and
local government. Through these partnerships, residents
hoped to gradually shape their town into a more resilient
community.
Greyton's transition town initiative began in mid-2011.
Their mission is “to develop Greyton Transition Town as a
community-based, non-profit organisation that seeks to
inspire and empower the people of Greyton and neighbouring
communities to work together to achieve sustainability and
resilience in the face of rising energy and food costs, economic
crisis and environmental degradation”. Their projects that
have created a huge environmental impact, as well as income
for the community, include:

•

Installing a solar panel system on the roof of the local

high school. The income generated from selling surplus
electricity helped pay for textbooks and transportation
for students.

“ The noted activist and
writer Rob Hopkins explains
community resilience by
comparing it to the concept
of resilience in nature: the
ability of a system to absorb
disturbance and retain
essentially the same function
and structure “
Greyton's transition town is an example of how every place has
its own unique way to develop and work towards a sustainable
community life. A special guideline the movement radiates is
that Hope is the key emotion, and Imagination is the key tool
for encouraging transition and ultimately creating a more
resilient community. On the practical side it recommends
using three elements for a process of transitioning. The three
H’s: Head, Heart & Hands;
The Head: Action informed by the best information and
evidence available. The Heart: Working with compassion;
valuing and paying attention to the emotional, psychological,
relational and social aspects of any action. The Hands: Turning
the vision and ideas into reality and initiating practical projects.
As I see it, transitioning is a state of mind. It is about setting

A collaboration with the local municipality to restore

our hearts and heads towards the change that we wish to

a dump site. In the process, they created a viable garden

see. With our Head, we learn about the urgent challenges

producing compost for sale, with profits invested back

that the world is facing; The job of the Heart is to face the

in the community.

hopelessness and stress with hope and belief, using optimism,

•

•

Two weekly farmers’ markets, selling locally grown,

organically produced vegetables.

celebration and imagination, bring us to the point where
we use our Hands to create the actual change. I believe this

Creating a humane education program for local

movement provides new lenses to look through when we

children to learn about the care of animals, and through

aspire to change our world and our communities. Let’s put

this to develop a sense of self-worth and a compassion.

them on!

•

•

Creating an Air Miles Forest, where people “donate”

trees to offset carbon compensating of their flights.

•

“The Great Reskilling,” using “old” skills to do things

with less energy consumption and lower environmental
impact. It is basically re-equipping the community with
sustainable everyday skills.

Analysis
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No Longer the Waste Land: Making
Garbage Disposal a Priority in
Sierra Leone
Inbal Magen
The Freetown floods of 2017 were a painful reminder of the inter-linked impact of insufficient environmental
sustainability practices: poor drainage, soil erosion, and wide-scale pollution strategy. A new waste
disposal strategy in the city can be the first step towards recovery.
Walking the streets of Freetown, the capital city of Sierra

It is important to remember that Sierra Leone is one of the

Leone, is a sheer feast for the eyes. The mountains surrounding

most under-developed countries in the world, classified as

this coastal city, the rainforest peeking from between the

the 6th least-developed country in the world in the 2018

crowded houses, and the rush of cars, motorbikes, poda-

Human Development Index. The country faces a diverse

podas and pedestrians all merge into colorful chaos, a bustle

range of urgent and crucial challenges, including high rates

of activity. Once the eyes start to get used to the city's sights,

of unemployment, illiteracy, teenage pregnancy, high infant

one also start to notice the details behind the patterns and

mortality, the lack of infrastructure (such as paved roads,

sounds. People selling their merchandise in every street corner,

electricity, clean water, and drainage systems) and widespread

children making their way to school in British-styled uniforms;

poverty. When looking at the environmental problem from this

and massive amounts of trash, piled up and scattered across

broader perspective, it is difficult to see how the government

the entire city.

and the people can allocate the necessary resources and
attention to the issue; it will be difficult to persuade hungry

On November 9th 2018, Mrs. Yvonne Aki-Sawyerr, the newly
elected Mayor of the city of Freetown, published on her
Facebook page a picture of four men, who had been arrested
after "dumping waste in the gutters in a central business
district of Freetown." Aki-Sawyerr asked the residents of the
city to "desist from such acts," emphasizing that "sanitation
is a priority in our #TransformFreetown plan, and the fight
for a cleaner Freetown starts and ends with each one of us."
Reassuring as this post might sound, there is still much to do
in order to achieve basic sanitary conditions in the area. As of
2018, Freetown still had very limited waste transfer services,
hardly any garbage collection points and no recycling or
garbage separation options. As a result, private citizens,
businesses and institutions, who wish to manage their waste—
as requested by the Mayor—must pay for the installation of
garbage bins and for the regular collection of their refuse.
As most people in the country cannot afford such services,
and are not aware of the negative implications of current
situation, garbage continues to pile up in the streets.

people to invest time and money in an activity that doesn't
present immediate and tangible benefits. This is true for
wealthier people in developed countries, and it is an even
bigger challenge for those living in a survival state.
Unfortunately, the danger posed by the untreated
environmental threat became reality in August 2017, when
deadly mudslides swept through slum neighborhoods in
Freetown, taking the lives of more than a thousand people
and leaving many more homeless and heart-broken. This
tragedy was the consequence of climate change in the
region, combined with widespread tree cutting and poor
waste management, leading to extremely heavy rains, which
caused massive mudslides and flooding, as the water could
not be properly drained the from gutters and rivers blocked
by garbage and waste.
This ongoing lack of a waste management strategy also creates
immediate health threats, such as outbreaks of cholera and
malaria caused by the use of polluted water for domestic
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purposes. Insufficient waste disposal practices, the lack of basic

Kebbie, also an NGO worker, agrees with Alfred, adding: "I

infrastructure, and limited awareness about the implications

know the government is doing what it can, but the truth is

of waste management on people's health; all contributed to

that they need to decide how to allocate the money, and

the ongoing suffering created by the current situation. Thus,

in my opinion, garbage should not be the first thing on the

the threat of another disaster, like the one that occurred in

agenda. It is good to try and collect once a month, but it is

2017, continues to hover over the city without any visible

not enough. In Europe they collect every day, but here, when

solutions.

people want to throw away their water bags and plastic, they
can't find a place to put it, so they leave it on the streets.

Nevertheless, and despite limited resources, action is being

Now it has become a habit that everyone does. I know it's

taken to address the situation. Following the recent disastrous

a problem, but we have bigger problems to solve, and only

events, the newly-elected government has passed a new

then we can start focusing on things like waste."

law declaring that on the first Saturday of each month, the
citizens of the country must spend four hours cleaning their
residential areas, under close military supervision. Garbage
collected during these exercises is piled up at the bottom
of every street; it is then (usually) collected by the special
units established for by the government for this purpose, and
transported to one of the country's only landfills, located on
the Freetown coast, next to the city's poorest slums.
Alfred, an NGO logistics worker in the city, explains that
"the government is trying to address the issue, but it is not
enough. In my community, this new arrangement caused
more harm than good, because once the garbage piles up
it starts to smell and draws mosquitos. Unfortunately, it may
take days, and sometimes weeks, before the waste is collected;
and since the government relies mainly on international
financial support for this operation, whenever the transfer
of funds is delayed, the garbage remains onsite, causing an
even bigger environmental hazard."

Picture by Inbal Magen, Sierra Leon

“What needs to be done to
ensure that environmental
issues are recognized and
prioritized as key factors
for development? Who
holds the responsibility
for promoting this kind of
awareness?”
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Ironically, plastic water bags are one of the most commonplace

to export Lebanese garbage to the latter's shores. Fortunately,

pollutants in Sierra Leone today. As the country's main water

the agreement was cancelled after a massive public uproar.

sources are polluted with waste and garbage, there is a severe

One can only imagine the continuous damage and harm it

shortage of clean drinking water, leading to the sale of cheap

could have caused, if the agreement had been confirmed.

and clean water wrapped in plastic bags. The product is very
common across the country, because it facilitates easy access

Even though the issue was avoided at the last minute, this

to clean drinking water, a basic human need. But at the same

example raises significant questions that are still relevant

time, the product also contributes to the environmental

today. What needs to be done to ensure that environmental

problem, as the plastic wrappers end up polluting the water

issues are recognized and prioritized as key factors for

sources, thus preserving this vicious cycle.

development? Who holds the responsibility to promoting
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this kind of awareness, treatment, tracking and regulation in

As a developing country, Sierra Leone has a complicated
relationship with the field of environmental sustainability.
It tries to address the issue from within its limited existing
resources, but cannot prioritize it as a main focus area due to
other immediate and more concrete challenges. Allocating
resources and engaging with the environmental field is still
considered by many as a privilege, reserved for wealthier
actors who do not face life threatening challenges. This creates
an absurd situation, whereby environmental problems are
not considered to be as urgent as other challenges, such
as hunger, infant mortality, or outbreaks of cholera and
malaria—even though these factors often stem directly
from poor environmental conditions and the inadequate
management and treatment of waste and garbage.

the field? Is it the shared responsibility of both developing
and developed countries? Or should it remain the exclusive
domain of wealthier nations? I believe that given the fact
that environmental threats do not operate according to
geographical borders, and have become more frequent
and more destructive over recent years, these issues should
concern all the parties involved. Combining local challenges,
such as those faced by Sierra Leone, with other global
phenomena such as global warming, the growth of waste
and current immigration movements, there is no doubt that
both developed and developing countries will be affected.
Thus, all must adopt a proactive approach, one that gives
the highest priority to environmental issues, before the only
source of clean water around the world will come wrapped
in a plastic bag.

This lack of centrality that the governments of developing
countries accord to environmental issues is not only a
theoretical problem; it also has direct implications on the
ground. Over the years, different players have identified
this dilemma faced by developing countries, forcing them
to leave environmental issues at the bottom of the list, and
have attempted to exploit this gap in harmful ways. In 2016,
for example, the Lebanese government tried to sign a multimillion dollar contract with the Sierra Leonean government,

Picture By Inbal Magen, Sierra Leon
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Op-Ed

The Permaculture Solution:
Revitalizing Community Life in
the Amazon Rainforest
Shaya Bonstein
Deforestation has had a devastating effect on local communities in the Amazon Rainforest—and beyond.
Permaculture taps on local resources to support resilience, by identifying the community knowledge and
tools key for regeneration and environmental conservation.
Almost 30 years ago, the village of Santa Clara, in Ucayali state

resiliency of the community is decreasing. Members of the

in the Peruvian Amazon, experienced a major deforestation

community must travel far to find work; for those who choose

following the failure of a mega agricultural rice-growing

to stay, the only work available in many cases is in destructive

project. thousands of hectares were cut down. Today, there

industries that contribute to the loss of the forest—the palm

are papaya and camu-camu (a local fruit) plantations; other

oil industry in the case of Santa Clara, oil drilling or logging in

fields remain uncultivated, and are covered with invasive

others, mostly in unsafe work conditions and for low salaries.

grass. These wild grasses do not allow local vegetation to
grow and recover, and when dry can spread fire. Very few

The over-exploitation of the Amazon rainforest is the

trees are left.

continuation of colonization processes that started half a
millennium ago. Indigenous communities that managed

I was told this story by leaders of the community—who had

to stay independent and far from colonization are being

cut down the forest themselves. Pointing out an old tree bark,

pushed out of the forest as more industrial pressure emerges.

they recalled how it had been before. “The forest was like

Humans, animals and plants are losing their habitats: this

our market”: meat, fish, fruits, medicines and construction

important ecosystem, “the lungs of the earth,” is in grave

materials, in abundance... The Shipibo-Conibo is an indigenous

danger, and so are we.

nation*, inhabitants of the Peruvian Amazon since long before
the arrival of the Spanish colonialists; Santa Clara is a Shipibo-

These industrial and economic projects are framed as

Conibo village, with around 300 residents.

development projects, and thus are seen as necessary to
increase wellbeing and quality of life. But at the same time,

The story of the jungle in Santa Clara is the story of rainforests

we are experiencing climate change and an accelerating

around the world. In the name of development and economic

environmental crisis, which raises questions: Who and what

growth huge forests are being cut down around the world,

is being developed? Whose wellbeing is being improving,

stripping indigenous communities of the natural environment

and at whose expense? In rainforests around the world, these

that they have relied on for their livelihood and social/

processes may in turn bring improvements, and increase the

cultural needs for centuries. This loss has increased their

wellbeing of some people. But it is a mistake to ignore the

reliance on money. When one cannot fish due to pollution or

social costs: the loss of language, tradition and knowledge, as

overfishing, or hunt due to loss of wildlife habitats, when the

well as malnutrition, health hazards, pollution and violence.

local plants the healers rely on for treatments are gone due
to deforestation, the people need money; money is replacing

How can modernity and development expand, in order

the life-supporting systems that existed before. People with

to contain the diversity of our globe? How can rural and

no access to paying jobs face a struggle to survive, and the

indigenous societies participate in decision-making over
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their lives and maintain their self-respect, instead of being
the victims of changing policies and economic endeavors? A
paradigm shift must take place; Permaculture offers exactly
that.
Permaculture was first introduced to the discourse during
the 1980s, by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren. Its aim
was to create a design approach which will allow human
beings to lead a healthy and safe life without creating the
alarming damage that comes with industrialized society.
Permaculture was designed so as to support an alternative
way of living, which will be holistic as possible and would
take into account the wide array of dimensions in human
societies. Permaculture is mostly known for its creative and
beneficial food-growing methods, but it entails much more;
regenerative infrastructure, ecosystem restoration, diversity,
community and social Permaculture. It is based on three ethics:
•

Earth care—the provision for all life systems to

continue and to multiply
•

People care—the provision for people to access

those resources necessary for their existence
•

Fair share/Setting limits to population and

consumption—by governing our own needs, we can
set aside resources to further the above principles.
These three ethics, together with the 12 Permaculture
principles, are the basis for the design’s approach. When
examined closely, one may notice similarities with a range of
indigenous approaches from around the world. Indeed, the
founders of the Permaculture method learned from, and were
inspired by, indigenous cultures in Australia and especially
in Tasmania. According to the Permaculture approach, these
ethics are the guidelines for a sustainable future.
Through the integration of human life and ecosystem life,
Permaculture perceives them as one system, within which
everything cycles. In ecosystems, there is no waste—leaves
turn into nutrients for the soil, the dead transform into new
life. In Permaculture design, the aim is to create or imitate
natural ecosystems, cycling material and energy inside the
system targeting sustainability and productivity. If applied
in development work, Permaculture can emphasize the
advantage of aiming to understand the whole life system,
instead of focusing on just one part (humans). Working
with the diversity of a community and its environment in a
Permaculture design, all the components in the system are
mapped: the assets, companionships, conduct of the land,
plants, animals, people, and the interactions between them,
the system considered as a whole.

“In ecosystems, there is no
waste—leaves turn into
nutrients for the soil, the
dead transform into new
life. “
In Santa Clara, where until not so long ago people still relied
on their environment to answer their needs, the memories
and knowledge are still alive. People still go on hunting or
fishing expeditions that last few days, healers still treat with
medicinal plants and the Shipibo art and language are still
practiced. But all of these are on the decrease. As a nonagrarian society, the loss of the ecosystem hits hard, because
people are not used to planting and managing crops.
The community is not stable, due to periodic work-related
travels of the young and old alike. Infrastructures like garbage
clearing and sewers are non-existing, and due to this pollution
increases. The government is failing to answer the needs of
the community, and their wellbeing is impaired as a result.
Alianza Arkana, a local NGO, has collaborated with Santa Clara
for the past five years, with the aim of finding holistic solutions
to these social and environmental problems; and they have
found a solution in Permaculture. In order to increase food
security in the village, they have turned the village school’s
surrounding land into a food garden and forest. Local tree
species were planted, which decreased dramatically the
invasive grass and allowed the ecosystem to revive and renew
itself. The children in the school take lessons in the garden,
learning about nutritious food and how to grow it. The school
toilets are now compost toilets; this way, they do not pollute
the ground water, and materials can cycle on.
The integration between new techniques and indigenous
knowledge is key for increasing wellbeing in a manner
that supports the diversity of human needs. Some of Santa
Clara’s youth are interested in staying at the community
and reviving Shipibo-Conibo culture, by establishing an art
school for traditional Shipibo-Conibo arts. With the help of
Alianza Arkana and the youth, the community’s gathering
place was renovated; local medicinal and beneficial plants
were planted in the surrounding area, and a reforestation
area of 20 hectares is being repopulated with local trees.
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The vision is to found a Permaculture school in the village,

This is the work of the Permaculture practitioners supporting

specifically suited for non-agrarian Amazonian societies. A

sustainable development: to bring Permaculture to people

collaboration between Santa Clara and another community

who can really benefit from it, to succeed in finding solutions

has already begun, with a delegation visiting Santa Clara

where governments have failed, to invite humans to find

to exchange ideas and learn from their experiences. Now,

solutions to their needs in creative and diverse ways, all

another food-medicinal forest garden is being planned in

the while strengthening indigenous knowledge, which in

their village, Paoyhan.

turn revives unfamiliar resources like medicines, food and
many more.

The question of how to offer Permaculture as a solution
to people that are not familiar with it will always be there:

The Amazon is facing great threats to its diversity; Permaculture

how to make it accessible and culturally appropriate in

is offering the tools that can keep both nature and humans in

answering the needs of a certain community in the best

their natural habitats, and can support conservation efforts.

way possible. Since permaculture is a rather new way of
approaching wellbeing (the environment, the community
and their interactions), it is necessary to learn it properly
in order to implement it well. It can be seen as a challenge
to industrialist and capitalist views, and can sometimes be
understood as the opposite to modern reality. This is where
it becomes challenging; offering an alternative perception
or way of life is never easy. It takes patience and belief to
convince people to trust something new.

Picture By Asaf Shay, Peru
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African Indigenous Knowledge
Systems (AIKS): Harnessing
Traditions to Promote Community
Development
Peter Uledi
Tied to outmoded and unrepresentative developmental models, communities across Africa often fail
to achieve their full potential. Drawing from the traditions and cultures that reflect the needs of local
communities, AIKS can be a viable alternative model for community development and environmental
regeneration.
Like all the other continents, Africa is endowed with virtually

have survived the test of time. However, the European settlers

unlimited natural resources across its vast rich fertile

who colonized the continent in the late 19th century sought to

environment. The continent has many lakes, dams, deltas,

destroy, denigrate, or marginalize them, replacing them with

swamps and rivers, and 60% of its surface area is virgin land;

western views and approaches aligned with imperialism. The

within this, a plethora of natural resources can be found,

adoption and continuous use of AIKS indicates an academic,

including diamonds, gold, copper and platinum. This surely

psychological and ideological shift to a neglected yet effective

can form the basis for future economic growth.

way of life that can be used sustainably for community
development. The realisation of the resource that AIKS

Combined with the African Indigenous Knowledge systems

offers is both relevant and necessary for environmentally

(AIKS), the African environment can become a sustainable tool

and ecologically sensitive activity. AIKS have been used as

for meteoric economic development, if a viable model is used.

the engine for rural development, and have further been

Because the main objective of AIKS is to use natural resources

adopted for use in agriculture, forestry, soil preservation,

for community development in a sustainable fashion, they

fishery, and the pharmaceutical industry.

are sensitive to ecological realities. Furthermore, AIKS are
directed towards the preservation and conservation of the

AIKS are geared to preserving and protecting the natural

environment. AIKS are particularly appropriate for preserving

environment, wildlife resources and biological diversity,

the ecological balance in the communities where they are

and embrace virtually all aspects of life including ecology.

used, because they have few or no side effects, on both the

Africans were, and still are, conscious of the devastating

environment and human beings, because they are purely

consequences of the unsustainable utilization of natural

natural. The United Nations has acknowledged the value

resources. Nevertheless, AIKS survived colonisation, and

of indigenous knowledge systems, and has emphasised

remain the best way to sustainable tap into the continent's

that they need to be preserved and used in research and

environmental resources.

policy. This give Africa a footing for using the environment
for economic development, by embracing a system that has

Bound to modern economic models rooted in the philosophy

been a part of the continent for centuries.

of colonisation and its negative presuppositions concerning
gender, race, discrimination and segregation, the continent

AIKS are part of Africa’s heritage, dating back to the pre-

failed to find the right path to development in the post-

colonial era when they were developed in order to address

colonisation period. Thus, whatever economic model African

various survival challenges. They are home-grown, and they

governments chooses to adopt in the future, it should tap into
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“It must be pointed out that this model utilizes natural
resources in quite systematic ways, and with deep respect
for a “rich tradition” of norms and assorted practices,
grounded in the religio-cultural milieu.”
AIKS, which have stood the test of time; and this should feed

rock bunds and terraces to collect water, similar to the Zay

into an indigenous model of development which aspires to

system used by the Yatenga of Northern Burkina Faso. The

override a mentality set by the slave trade and colonisation.

Dagon of Mali and the Hausa of Niger have improved their

The strong, continually expanding informal sector in Africa

farming practices by using sticks and grain stalks to redirect

is evidence enough that AIKS has the capacity to lead to

water to their fields. Lives have been changed by the use

development, given how resilient the system has been over

of these AIKS; more can be done to tap into its vast and

time.

untouched potential for human and economic development.

The use of AIKS is the only way forward in preserving Africa's
vast environmental resources, which have been impacted by
deforestation, the slaughter of wildlife, desertification in the
Sahel, and the varied effects of climate change. If governments
and civil society organisations can invest in the preservation
of AIKS and make use of its practices, then Africa will not lose
the soil, animals, and the environmental resources needed
to sustain human life on an ongoing basis.
The power of AIKS has been demonstrated in many ways:
examples include the discovery of the healing power of the
African willow, the Hoodia plant and Iboga, in South Africa,
Namibia, and Gabon respectively. These plants are changing
the world of cancer treatment and anti-addiction therapy. AIKS
are evident at all levels of community practises from material
culture and the natural environment, religion, business etc.

This model has since proven how powerful it can be for
development. One example is the maintenance of biological
diversity, biological and crop pest control, water and soil
conservation in Machakos, Kenya. A bio-pesticide project
in Niger, funded by USAID, has been a tremendous success
for local farmers. The Nyabisindu soil regeneration project in
Rwanda, designed to reduce soil erosion and deforestation,
also serves as a reminder of the need to look into models
of development lying right in front of us. AIKS have also
shown that they can provide a solution to climate change
and the reduction in precipitation in the Sahel, through water
harvesting projects that have supported local farmers. The
Mossi farmers of Burkina Faso harvest water by constructing

Picture By Assaf Dgani, Ethiopia
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It must be pointed out that this model utilizes natural

The practicality of AIKS is not at all remote, because they

resources in quite systematic ways, and with deep respect

are already a part of everyday lives for many communities,

for a “rich tradition” of norms and assorted practices, grounded

such as Machakos in Kenya. The model seeks to preserve

in the religio-cultural milieu. In the African context, the use,

animal and plant species by engaging in more tree planting

management and conservation of natural resources are

and vegetation regeneration, providing enough food for

shaped by spiritual and cultural practices and knowledge

the local population and increased animal population. The

accumulated over centuries. As Riddell has observed,

local community, civil organisations and the government

nature and culture have a symbiotic relationship with

collaborated to implement this model; the result is one

traditional religious practices in most African societies. It is

of the best AIKS models in Africa. Thus, there are so many

these traditional religious practices that form the core of a

opportunities for civil organisations, and even governments,

particular culture. Thus, the utilization of natural resources

to support development by using similar models. However,

does more than merely satisfy immediate needs; it is also a

AIKS does presents its own challenges, especially with

part of the conservation and celebration of human life. All

implementation. One is of choice, in a pool of so many

these practices are attempts to protect and preserve natural

indigenous systems; another is how to institutionalise such a

resources, including land, forests and animals. One does not

structure, a challenge for Kenya, Niger and Mali, where AIKS

require enhanced vision to recognise that AIKSs were, and

models have produced enormous results.

continues to be, an intellectual development model that
also champions sustainability.

Picture by Fabian Bulugu, Tanzania
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Glocal International Development is an interdisciplinary M.A program offered by the Faculty of Social Sciences of the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem. This 18-month program aims to effectively translate academic research into practical understanding conducive to work
with communities and development organizations across the globe. An integral part of the program is the semester long internship,
which serves to supplement each student's academic learning with a grounded, local experience and solid professional guidance.
We would like to thank our partners and donors, whose support enable us to develop the program and issue this magazine. Specifically,
we wish to thank Vital Capital, The Pears Family Foundation, Yad Hanadiv and Doran Foundation
Visit our website at: http://glocal.huji.ac.il
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