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ARE WE HEADED FOR
CATASTROPHE ?.

N HARLES RiIcHET, French physiologist and Nobel Prize
winner, once published a tiny book called L’Homme
stupide (The Stupidity of Man) the caustic title of

which might well give us cause for reflexion. Those of us
to whom it was addressed could still find therein reasons
for humility and a chance for improvement. For the fact
is that mankind is brilliant and yet so stupid.

Brilliant, in being able to produce a number of
exceptional individuals endowed with the spark of creation
and whose genius has made possible the astounding pro-
gress of today, particularly in the field of science. Stupid,
in being incapable of forethought, except where immediate
and selfish interests are involved, and almost inept in
avoiding major catastrophes. Today, enchained by the
swarm of increasing populations, our planet is being
plundered on an unimaginable scale while mankind races
toward a destiny which it refuses to envisage..

It is not intended here to formulate a one-sided or
philosophical critique of our era or of technical progress,
but rather to look squarely at the things being done
around us, at the facts and figures, on the one hand re-
calling the chain of causes, and on the other, their
resounding repercussions.

The erosion of the soil has been going on for a long
long time: and yet, relatively speaking, it is a much more
serious threat today than ever before. The ravages of
the goat go back thousands of years: yet the tank and
the bulldozer cause greater destruction and do so with
greater swiftness. The clearing of land by fire has always
been practised in cultivation: yet the introduction of Eu-
ropean methods of intensive farming has, in some cases,
been even more harmful. Pollution has been a scourge
for aeons: yet the atomic era is bringing it to us in
another form. The stripping of our planet’s top-soil, the
deterioration of our capital of renewable resources, the
shattering of the delicate balance of nature.. all these
are brutal events of weighty importance which, since they
are all occurring at the same time, are the cause of the
deepest concern.

The notion of the protection of nature has now given
way to that of the conservation of renewable resources.
The earlier notion contained an emotional, sentimental
significance and its goals were disinterested, purely aes-
thetic, scientific and moral in nature. These are no
longer priority considerations, for today our overpopulated
world is hungry. What is of the utmost importance is no
longer merely the knowledge and study of living species
their surroundings and habitat, or the respect which they
should inspire, or the interest they might arouse, or even
the protection which these species deserve, but rather the
food supply of our rising generations.

The statistics stare us in the face: we must produce
and produce more. Yet the gap between this accelerated
production and world consumption widens every year.
What a terrible price we must pay for this economic
failure... the price of the destruction of what was once
one of life’s most beautiful mirages.

Are we then headed for catastrophe?

~ We have one last chance—if the power of education can
overcome the power of ignorance. A rational population
policy, 2 stop-and-arrest stand against the cancer of
erosion, the adaptation of cultivation to climate and soil,
the preservation of renewable resources—all these depend
upon education. It is our sincere hope that this issue
will help Unesco to defend the great cause of the conser-
vation of nature which it has espoused.

Roger HEIM

Member of the French Institute,

President, International Union

for the Conservation of Nature
and Natural Resources







































NATURE'S BEST FRIEND: THE SCHOOLCHILD

by Pierre Vernier

accounted good”, wrote Cicero in the first century
B.C., while sixteen hundred years later Francis Bacon
remarked that “Nature, to be commanded must be obeyed.”

But throughout recorded history, and probably long before,
man has been tampering with Nature, upsetting the delicate
balance which governs all natural life by destroying useful plant
and animal species without any forethought for compensating
the upset by readjustments.

In most cases, destruction was unwanton: King Solomon, and
many others after him, could not have known, for instance,
that untimely deforestatxon causes erosion, and that, in cutting
down the cedars of the Lebanon, the soil would be swept away
and the hilltops would eventually become bare rock.

And it is one of the ironies of Australian history that the
first settlers in Botany Bay rejoiced that five rabbits had sur-
vived the long journey to Australia in 1788. Another is that
in 1859 a man was fined £10 for shooting a rabbit on the
property of one John Robertson of Glen Alvie, Victoria. Within
a few years, the same Robertson had spent £5,000 in an
unsuccessful attempt to exterminate rabbits on his property In
a few short decades, the rabbits had invaded and “conquered”
the whole Australian continent.

These and other examples were cited recently by Mr. Tracy
Philipps, Secretary-General of the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, as instances of
man’s unthinking or untimely interventions in nature’s affairs.

WHATEVER befalls in accordance with Nature should be

Plant a tree & grow up with it

1sITING Paris to attend a meeting of the International

Advisory Committee on the School Curriculum, spon-

sored by UnNesco, Mr. Philipps stressed that the
problem of nature conservation had become increasingly
serious and urgent since the development of modern indus-
trial society :

“In the world’s two temperate zones”, he said,
industrial and densely populated countries like Britain and
Japan, whole new towns are necessarily being created, and
houses and streets, industrial fumes and pollutions are invading
nature and food-producing land and waters. In new surround-
ings and in new balances of life and nutritions, new viruses and
new epidemics are coming into existence.”

To combat unwanton destruction, Mr. Philipps stressed, peo-
ple must be made aware of the gravity of the problem. “They
must be shown how the earth and the direct or transformed
products of soil and water and trees are our capital, our capital
asset, at the base of the balance of our nature, of our daily
life, of our nutrition and our health.

“This can best be done by starting in the schools. It can
be demonstrated by first-hand observations and such convincing
lessons as, for instance, the treeplanting projects now carried
out by many schools, where each child plants and, so to speak,
“grows up with his tree”, learning its nature, its role and its
soil-and-water value for his own life and his community’s.

“Our aim—and it has been one of the main aims of the
Union since its foundation in 1948 on the initiative of UNESCO
and the French Government—our aim is that the child should
be made aware of the nature of his relations with his physical
and natural environment which exercises such a powerful in-
fluence on all living beings, including man. Every child should

learn to recognize those elements in nature which he can accept

and those which he should be afraid of. It is these simple
things, things which he sees every day on his way to and from
school, which should be included in the curriculum and made
to tie up with lessons on hygiene and nutrition.”

A start has been made in this direction. Mr. Philipps ex-

“in highly-

plained that some, though still inadequate, elements of this
teaching have already been incorporated through the efforts of
the Union and private initiative in the school syllabuses of
nearly thirty countries—from Mexico to the USSR, from
Morocco to Malaya, from Germany to the United States and
Venezuela. In most cases, material prepared by the Union in
the form of picture panels and mimeographed “broadsheets”
containing the outline of simple lessons, is distributed to the
schools through the Union’s member societies in widely vary-
ing countries, in agreement with the educational authorities.

But, as Mr. Philipps stressed, methods and content of the
teaching programmes must depend on the conditions prevailing
in each country. “These conditions,” he said, “vary enormously.
For instance, they are very different in a tropical country, where
nature often remains the prime enemy, from, say, New York -
where most children are more familiar with automobiles and
washing machines than with wildlife and plants.

“Children need to know that such is the unerring balance
that the extermination of insect-eating birds or of pollinating .
bees or even of forms of life which superficially seem harmful,
can strike back and weaken man or expose him in the tropics
to epidemic attack by his ever-threatening enemies, the denuda-
tions and impoverishment of soils by hlmself and floods and
fires, and by increase of insects and viruses.’

It is therefore left to the teachers in each country to give
their own illustrations of basic principles in examples taken
from local life and problems already familiar to children. In
French West Africa, for example, a lesson-summary prepared
by the local educational authorities on the basis of the Union’s
broadsheet explains that in many parts of the territory wind
is a major enemy, “an enemy which dries up the topsoil, and
carries it away to other regions. Plants wilt, they are smothered
or uprooted, and the desert takes over where once man tilled
fertile fields.”

Many simple questions are put to the children, such as these -
taken from an Italian lesson: “Have you stopped to think what
substances go into the making of the things you use every day?
The bed you sleep in, the toys you play with, the house you live
in, the clothes you wear, the food you eat?” And the answers
bring home the lesson that nature provides all the raw materials,
that natural resources are a capital which must be carefully
tended and preserved now world population is rapidly growing.

‘Cherish the hand that feeds us’

tion, the Union has just produced a booklet on the

techniques of nature conservancy for use in schools in
the South and East Mediterranean area, including countries in
the hinterland of these regions. There will be separate editions
for each country, with local examples. @ The booklet, which
has been asked for by FAO's international commission of the
Arabic-speaking areas, will include an introduction and a pre-’
face contributed by UNEsco’s Departments of Education and-
Social Sciences, which have had valuable experience in this
field, particularly through the work of the Fundamental Educa- -
tion Training Centre at Sirs-el-Layyan, operated jointly by
UneEsco and the Egyptian Government. .

Visual media are also used by the Union in its educational
programme, For instance, “See-at-a-Glance” panels for schools
are now touring France, and have already been requested by
the authorities and organizations in Czechoslovakia, Britain, the
United States and Poland, while one of the Union’s main picto-
rial exhibitions was wused in a recent Youth Festival in
Moscow.

And the Union’s f1lmstr1ps—‘ Cherish the Hand that Feeds
Us” and “Precarious Balance”—produced with the aid of
UNEsco, are being used mcreasmgly by teachers in ‘many lands
as valuable aids to classroom instruction. .

O N the request of the UN Food and Agriculture Organiza-



“How many times must | tell you not to ill-
treat animals 2"
’ © Pourquoi Pas?, Brussels

ToN SMITS

“All right, so you don’t like me. But,
remember, it’s your fault if we become extinct,’’
© The New Yorker

Drawing by Pouzet
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‘FRE & AYE’ FARMING
ON THE WAY 0UT

by G. Watterson

Forestry Division, Food and Agriculture Organization

HE day of primitive agriculture in the jungle clearing is drawing to an end.
In jungle farming, the trees were felled and the crops were planted. Then
after a few seasons the soil fertility began to fall and by and by, the

jungle cultivator moved on, the forest moved in and the soil slowly recovered its
fertility.

But the impact of modern life is breaking down this traditional pattern of
agriculture which has been followed for centuries in the tropical areas of the
world. Once tribal wars and disease laid jungle populations low, so the little
patches of cultivation in the ocean of the trees were small and infrequent,

But modern medicine and suppression of intertribal wars are sending birth
rates up and death rates down. So the jungle areas must support greater popu-
lations, and the people who live in the jungle are all trying to get more out
of it than they once did. They are not producing only for themselves; they
are producing also for sale in the towns and on world markets. The old
leisurely cycle of cultivation and forest fallow is speeding up. The scars of
cultivations in the jungle are hardly healed up before they are ripped open
again for fresh cultivation. And the people who are cultivating these patches
in the jungle are hanging on to their land a little longer trying to get a little
bit more out of the flagging soil before they move on. Thus coarse grasses are
springing up, stock are coming in and the natural regeneration of the land by
the forest is being stopped altogether. ‘

Deterioration of the soil in the tropical forests has not yet reached a very
serious stage. But, unless early action is taken fo counter it, it will be serious
within a very few years. Now is the time for moderately simple action to
avoid the necessity for very drastic measures in, say, ten or twenty years’ time.

There are two or three very promising countermeasures being practised
already against this type of forest deterioration. There is the “corridor system”
of cultivation of the Belgian Congo, for instance. In the Congo, the Belgian
Government, as an experiment, is requiring the jungle cultivators-to clear their
land in long corridors rather than haphazard patches. This ensures more rapid
natural seeding of forest when the corridor is abandoned and a new one is
opened up for the needs of the village. The authorities are also preventing the
cultivators from overtaxing the soil by regulating the rotation of crops and
preventing the one piece of land from being cropped too long.

Then there is the regeneration'of teak forests in association with shifting
cultivation which started in the Far East, where the people are encouraged
to cultivate newly felled forest land for a period of 2-3 years as long as they
plant young teak trees at the same time as they start cropping. When they
move on to new land they leave behind them not bare earth but fresh plantations
of young teak.

There is a common belief that jungle lands are brimming over with fertility
but the falsity of this belief has become very apparent in the past few decades.
If they are to continue supporting vegetation, jungle lands must be managed
carefully and intelligently.
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