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Experiences from Higher Education Institutions
Buenos dias! In the Earth Charter movement around the world, we always look to Mexico for passionate leadership. From Vicente Fox referencing the Earth Charter at the Johannesburg Summit, to Felipe Calderon incorporating the Earth Charter many times in his speech on International Earth Day two days ago, from the very significant contribution of Mateo Castillo with civil society and now with government, to those of Shafia Sucar in bringing the Earth Charter to universities… thank you for this inspiring leadership!

It is an honor to be invited back to Mexico – and it is a pleasure to be invited back to magical, poetic Guanajuato… Last time I was here, amidst the ancient walls and young people of the Escuela Preparatoria, I entitled my speech with the full text of the Earth Charter supporting principle 12.c: “Honor and support the young people of our communities, enabling them to fulfill their essential role in creating sustainable societies.”
 I challenged them to think about what it means to be young at this time in history – and to create their vision for their future – and their vision for the future of the planet. We spoke that day about how their visions and their actions would become part of the larger panoramic of an ethic of respect and caring in Guanajuato. This was the day that University of Guanajuato endorsed the Earth Charter – and we talked about how this beautiful city of young people can use their care, concern, and energy to advance sustainability in higher education. 
I read a passage from Mexican poet Homero Aridjis’ chapter in our Earth Charter in Action
 book, in which he describes his desperation at the destruction of the homes of animals around Mexican towns. We talked about how he cares about the long journey through Earth’s history of the Monarchia Mariposa and other poor people who share the Bosque and the Montana with them. We talked also of saving the Mexican landscapes that give us our childhood memories where our adult imaginations are based – and from which our hopeful dreams emerge. 

As a way of provoking a sense of urgency in his honor, and in honor of this emblematic species of this part of Mexico, I would like to read a poem by Aridjis entitled “About Angels IX”:
Through the night, coated in frost

the woods around my town wait for the light of dawn.

Like closed leaves, the monarch butterflies

cover the trunk and branches of the trees.

Superimposed, one upon the other, like a single organism.

The sky goes blue with cold. The first rays of sun

touch the clusters of numb butterflies

and one bunch falls, opening into wings.

Another cluster is lit and through the effect of the light

splinters into a thousand flying bodies. 


The eight o’clock sun opens up a secret that slept

perched on the trunks of the trees,

and there is a breeze of wings, rivers of butterflies in the air.

Visible through the bushes, the souls of the dead

can be felt with the eye and hand. 

It is noon. In the perfect silence, the sound

of a chainsaw is heard advancing toward us, 

shearing wings and felling trees. Man, with his thousand

naked and hungry children, comes howling his needs

and shoving fistfuls of butterflies into his mouth.

The angel says nothing.

If not the man, if not the angels, if not the thousand naked and hungry children, who? Who will bring the social transformation that is necessary for a sustainable future? I believe that universities must take a much stronger leadership role – and that, indeed, they have an ethical responsibility to do so. I believe that mainstreaming sustainability is an urgent matter – the translation might not capture this… my talk is called “The Urgency of Mainstreaming Sustainability in Higher Education: The Promise of the Earth Charter.” 

Now, I will use the Earth Charter as the ethical perspective from which we will look at universities. We will look briefly at each of the four main parts of the Earth Charter as elements of sustainability and reflect on why that element is urgent for higher education.
Part One is “Respect and Care for the Community of Life.”

Surely, we do not have to look far to see the dramatic decline in respect and care for life. Loss of respect for children, for elders, for teachers, for authority, for generations to come, for whole cultures and languages being lost… But why is this element of sustainability urgent in higher education? It seems to me the concept of “intergenerational equity” is at the heart of the mission of universities. In the words of the Earth Charter in supporting principle 4.b, we are called to “transmit to future generations values, traditions, and institutions that support the long-term flourishing of Earth’s human and ecological communities.” Surely universities are one of the most critical institutions to steward widely-shared cultural and ethical values of respect for life – and to take up the principle of intergenerational equity.

Part Two is “Ecological Integrity.” 

The ecological systems upon which we depend utterly for life-as-we-have-known-it are at risk. According to the 2005 United Nations Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
, a report by 1360 scientists from fifteen countries, human activity has damaged two-thirds of the natural world. I quote, “Human activity is putting such a strain on the natural functions of Earth that the ability of the planet’s ecosystems to sustain future can no longer be taken for granted.” This is the most significant warning yet of the failure human stewardship. The 2009 Global Environmental Outlook
, the so called “GEO 4,” is astonishing! It begins with the words, “The world has changed radically sense 1987 – socially, economically, and environmentally” and “environmental degradation…  threatens all aspects of human well-being.” All of this places the future of the beauty and bounty of life on Earth, as it has evolved over four billion years, and human life, as we have known it for hundreds of thousands of years on Earth, in jeopardy.


Why is this element of sustainability urgent for higher education? I feel this is an area where universities have enormous resources not only to know the problems from a scientific understanding, but to craft answers in mitigation and adaptation, and solutions based on sound science and policy.

Part Three is “Social and Economic Justice.” 

The social world is in agony – our efforts to eradicate poverty, or even to alleviate, or even to prevent poverty, are a massive failure. One-billion live in extreme poverty, defined as the daily struggle for life – without clean water, health care, or food. According to the UN there are presently over 3 billion people on the planet who live on less than two US dollars per day – and poverty is escalating in almost all countries improvements in living standards have been minimal and reflect no substantial change in the lives of the vast majority. 


I heard recently that not a single African nation has met even a single Millennium Development Goal. One of my great concerns here is for youth. Fifty-percent of the world’s population is under the age of twenty-five, and just over three-billion individuals are children or youth. Half of the world’s population living on those two US dollars are children and youth. 

Why is this element of sustainability urgent for higher education? Higher education, with its powerful and privileged position in society has a leadership role, indeed a moral responsibility to seek ethical and practical answers to such social and economic problems. And I think this is especially true for college clientele. Young people between the ages of 15 and 24 are approximately 1 in 5 of people on Earth! 
Part Four is “Democracy, Nonviolence, and Peace”

Tragically, we do not have to look far to find undemocratic systems and lack of peace… from Congo to Tonga, from the Solomon Islands to Somalia. Universities are closed or under threat in countries from Iraq to Pakistan, and from Lebanon to Uzbekistan. These problems always retard or set back sustainable development. The solutions to these interrelated problems lie in building a genuine world community and maintaining an international order that promotes cultural diversity and understanding. As Brazilian theologian Leonardo Boff has said, sustainability is “humankind’s ethical and cultural dream.” 


Why is this element of sustainability urgent for higher education? Universities have the creative resources and vision to contribute to this emerging global, sustainable society.


So if we have a rationale for sustainability in higher education, and if we have a sense of urgency, then how do we proceed to mainstream sustainability? And how can the Earth Charter help? My colleagues will share some possibilities… Muchas gracias!  
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