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Reality 

I am a big boy now 
I have left school; 
But I am a fool still 
A poor fool 
With books and blackboards 
Casting dark shadows 
On me; 
I look for a little opening 
Of light 
I hear people laughing 
What are you going to do now 
With your education and all? 
There is the market place 
Where the people 
Sell their wares 
Women chasing flies 
From day-old pies. 
I cannot do that 
I have a certificate 
I passed with honors 
English, Maths, History and Geography 
I learnt them all. 
The laughter gets louder 
I see my teacher 
Sitting on a sterile rock 
Near the beach 
Selling green coconuts 
What do I do now? 
An old man close-by whispers, 
"Come fishing with me today 
For you have a lot to learn yet". 

-KonaiHeluThaman(1974:17) 

The 'reality' of the earth's environmental resources is that they are limited 
and can be depleted or damaged very easily. Without their protection, there 
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can be no long-term sustainable development. This 'reality' is perhaps 
even more obvious in the resource-poor and ecologically fragile islands of 
the Pacific Ocean than it is in industrialised countries. 

Similarly, the 'reality' of formal education in the Pacific Islands is that 
school children learn very little about their own environments and even 
less about the sophisticated cultural strategies that generations of Pacific 
Islanders have evolved in order to live successfully in those environments. 
Moreover, there is limited educational focus on the impact of moderniza-
tion on both the island environment and traditional resource-use 
strategies. English, mathematics, history, and geography are 'learnt', but 
very little is understood about the natural and cultural environments 
outside the classroom... very few of our development-planner and policy-
maker graduates ever having been fishing (or planting) with their elders! 

Modern education and non-ecological development 

Most modern education in the Pacific has adhered to western-derived 
models which stress the need for economic development and 'manpower' 
training to fuel western-inspired agricultural, fisheries, mineral, forestry, 
urban-industrial, commercial, and educational development. Most of 
these models stress the importance of short-term productivity, continued 
economic growth, material well-being, consumerism, and economic and 
technological efficiency, with little or no recognition of the long-term 
environmental and social (human ecological) costs involved. 

Such an educational orientation results in the destruction or export of 
limited natural resources, increased environmental pollution, and the 
neglect or replacement of traditional resource-use systems and social 
institutions. Such'development', as Hekstra (1985:240) argues, cannot 
provide a panacea for the world's problems, because those who promote it, 
such as the UNDP, FAO, and the World Bank, are "simply unconcerned 
with ecological considerations", despite years of warning by conser-
vationists of the dangers of neglecting ecological factors in the planning 
and implementation of development projects. 

This article argues that such an ecologically-blind and culturally-insensi-
tive approach to education will lead ultimately not only to the deteriora-
tion of Pacific environments and resources, but also of the societies them-
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selves, as well as undermining any attempt at development or 
improvement of the quality of life. In short, it attempts to stress the 
importance of environmental education as a basis for sustainable 
ecocultural development in the small island states of the Pacific, for only 
through appropriate environmental education can the critical interdepen-
dence between human development and environmental protection and 
management be impressed upon people. 

Environmental education and ecocultural development 

The survival of any society depends on the evolution of ecologically-sound 
cultural strategies for the provision of basic material and non-material 
needs. Such strategies, which have resulted from the complex and ever-
changing relationships between human populations and their environ-
ments, including the nature and quality of their environmental education, 
whether traditional or modern, have been referred to as 'ecocultures' 
(Schulte-Westrum, 1982). Those ecocultures which are not ecologically 
sustainable must, by definition, ultimately fail. 

To evolve lasting ecologically sensitive strategies for development, it is 
imperative that environmental education which rekindles environmental 
awareness be made a priority at all levels, in both formal and non-formal 
education systems. 

Traditional ecocultures and development 

It is clear that Pacific Island societies can neither remain totally 
subsistence-based nor modernise to the extent that industrialised countries 
have. Their small size, isolation and fragmentation, limited natural 
resources, and historical factors make the latter an impossibility. Because 
of increasing contact with the outside world, increasing monetization, and 
integration into the global cash economy, it is also clear that traditional 
Pacific Island ecocultures cannot provide all of the necessities (and 
luxuries!) of modern life. These factors, plus the radical demographic, 
economic, social, and environmental changes that have occurred since 
European contact, especially since World War 11, require social and 
technological adaptation to the conditions of today. 

It is argued here, however, that existing traditional Pacific Island 
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ecocultures be seen as time-tested bases for social and technological 
adaptation and future ecodevelopment, and not treated with academic and 
economic indifference. They should not simply be ignored or destroyed, 
with little thought being given to their economic, social and ecological 
suitability for long-term development. Accordingly, a major concern in 
environmental education must be the development among students of an 
understanding and appreciation of traditional ecocultures and their relevance 
to the modern Pacific. 

Future ecocultures as marriages of the past and the present 

The evolution of appropriate 'Pacific Island Future Ecocultures' 
(Thaman, 1984a, 1986) will require multidisciplinary, multisectoral 
approaches which marry the wisdom of the past with modern scientific and 
social technology. The Pacific Island ecocultures of the future must be 
based on the concept of 'ecodevelopment': development which gains for a 
given society some of the appropriate social services, technologies, 
conveniences and luxuries of urban-industrial societies, while, at the same 
time, conserving and managing its natural and cultural environmental 
resources as capital for future generations. (Capital in this context is 
defined as anything that is important for the growth or maintenance of a 
given ecocultural system; it could include almost anything, e.g. forests, 
fish, money, soils, copper ore, roads, plant varieties, folk or modern 
medicine, dietary systems, legends, customary land rights, social 
organisation, and, of course, traditional ecocultural knowledge.) 

In stressing the importance of capital preservation, Schumacher (1973) 
argues that any system of development which treats its resource base as 
income to be spent, rather than as irreplaceable capital for maintenance or 
growth must ultimately fail. He identifies three categories of "irreplaceable 
capital" : (1) finite or non-renewable resources (particularly fossil fuels); 
(2) the "tolerance margins of nature" (i.e. does a given system of develop-
ment pollute or put so much stress on renewable resources, such as water, 
soils, forests, reefs, fish, people, etc., that they are pushed beyond their 
tolerance margins and their ability to recover and be 'renewable'?); and (3) 
"human substance" (e.g. man's self-respect, health, spiritual well being, 
cultural traditions, resource-use strategies, etc.). 

Similarly, Clarke (1977) argues that traditional Pacific Island ecocultural 
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systems seem to have been guided by what he refers to as seven "principles 
of permanence". These principles or characteristics include: (1) little or no 
dependence on extra-system subsidies of energy, fertilizers, seeds, etc.; (2) 
little pollution, i.e. they were not self-poisoning"; (3) strongly positive 
energy yields (i.e. for every calorie of energy invested, 10 to 20 calories of 
food energy were received in return; (4) dependence on renewable inputs, 
such as trees, crops, pigs, soils, and humans, that could be reproduced 
within the normal human life span; (5) fairly even distribution of the 
products and gains of the system, instead of their being concentrated in the 
hands (or bank accounts) of a few; (6) resources being seen as productive 
capital to be protected for future generations, rather than being treated as 
expendable income; and (7) subsistence production being based on 
polyculture and diversity rather than on monoculture of single crops. 

In short, most traditional Pacific Island ecocultural strategies seem to have 
had much greater regard than modern systems do for such irreplaceable 
capital and for principles of permanence. 

Traditional Pacific Island ecocultures were, in comparison with modern 
urban-industrial ecocultures, ecologically conservative and supported 
very considerable populations for the few thousand years that the islands 
have been inhabited. They took the form of a wide range of ingenious 
strategies particularly adapted to unique, small, isolated, often resource-
poor environments. As Klee (1980:253) stresses: "Environmental 
awareness was central to most forms of traditional conservation practices 
in Oceania. The native islanders, by necessity, lived close to nature and had 
the ability to read the diurnal, monthly and seasonal cycles of their 
environment." 

Such environmental awareness is, unfortunately, not as prevalent in the 
current generation, due primarily to the western bias of modern education. 
There is an urgent need to integrate the wisdom and content of traditional 
environmental awareness and resource-use systems into modern 
environmental education curricula, if we hope to marry the ecocultural 
wisdom of the past with modern scientific and social technology to evolve 
appropriate future ecocultures. 

The ecosystem approach 

An ecosystem approach, which views human beings and their cultures as 
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central to all ecosystems, must be the basis for environmental education, 
which focuses on human activities and the physical environment as 
interdependent parts of a single environmental system. In this way, 
students can focus on the relationships between selected human activities 
and biological and physical processes by including them in a single 
analytical system, the ecosystem (Geertz, 1970:3). Such an approach can 
help students to understand better the structure, functions and benefits 
that can be derived from human ecosystems and how they are affected by 
existing and potential ecocultural development strategies. 

The holistic approach and environmental education 

Cohen (1976), in stressing the need for a more holistic approach to 
environmental resource-use analysis, suggests that many negative impacts 
or social costs arising out of modern urban-industrial development are 
because most decisions relating to the use or modification of the natural 
and cultural environment are based almost exclusively on economic and 
political grounds. He stresses the need to look beyond these grounds, and 
suggests that technical, social, and environmental benefits or detrimental 
effects related to a given resource-use decision must be considered, even if 
they are difficult to quantify in monetary terms. Some 'difficult to quantify' 
detrimental effects, such loss of traditional knowledge, soil erosion, and 
pesticide pollution, may have the greatest long-term social price. 

Cohen argues that the total social price of a society's resourceuse strategies 
represents a fair estimate of the chances of survival of that society in all its 
aspects — physical, institutional and cultural — whereas the internal 
composition of that total price (be it economic, political or ecological) 
indicates the areas of stress and possible future change in that society. 
Areas of environmental stress or social cost resulting from the social price 
of development are apparent in all societies and, as such, constitute a 
major issue to be addressed by holistic environmental education. 

Learning from past environmental stress and failure 

It is critical that environmental education be based on, and include, 
empirical examples of how and why cultures and societies throughout the 
world have neglected environmental concerns and, as a consequence, have 
suffered environmental and social breakdown. 
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Environmental stress in urban-industrial societies 
The most frightening sign of environmental stress and social cost in 
modern development, is that 'ecocultural strategies' now being imported 
into the Pacific Islands are not even working in the ecosystems they were 
designed for. There are already clear signs of ecological breakdown in the 
urban-industrial nations. The world economic situation is the bleakest 
since the depression; social and political breakdown, war and crime are 
most widespread than ever, and ecological breakdown has reached a crisis 
in the developed countries. Commoner (1971: 52-53) warns that the 
fundamental faults of modern technology have so stressed the biosphere at 
its most vulnerable points in developed countries, that there is little leeway 
left in the system. Even on economic terms, he argues, the long-term costs 
of pollution, pesticide poisoning, and ecological breakdown may surpass 
the profits made in the short-run by using these production-oriented 
strategies. 

Dorst (1972), similarly stressed that: "We ought by now to be convinced 
that the resources of our planet are limited — that we cannot use them 
beyond a certain point and continuously increase our output as we have 
done in recent decades." He warns: "Should we continue to follow the line 
which brought us to the present situation, we would have a good chance to 
face an ecocatastrophe within the next decade or so, and this might be the 
end of our industrial civilization." 

Heilbroner (1976:102), in his book Business Civilization in Decline, 
forecasts the doom of all development and political systems which fail to 
understand and observe ecological principles, and predicts that capitalism 
will be terminated by the end of the century because: 

We are leaving a historic epoch in which the expansive drive of capitalism could 
be accomodated by an indefinitely rich and vast environment and entering an 
epoch in which that drive must be blunted and ultimately stopped by the 
progressively intractable obstacles of nature. 

He goes on to say (1976:102-103) that industrial growth and capital 
expansion have a snowball effect and no such social processes "are capable 
of indefinite continuance.... Sooner or later all such processes must over-
load their environment, consuming all its nutrients or poisoning it by the 
waste associated with growth." 
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Environmentalstress in pre-industrialsocieties 
Alarming evidence of environmental stress and ecological breakdown also 
exists from pre-industrial and subsistence cultures. Brown (1982:31) cites 
recent archaeological evidence that the sudden prehistoric collapse of the 
Mayan civilization in Central America (where within decades the 
population fell to one-tenth of what it had been) was due to deforestation 
and mounting pressure on croplands, which in turn led to accelerated soil 
erosion and the gradual decline in the land's productivity. The researchers 
involved warned that: "the environmental havoc of the Mayan civilization 
— so discernable from our current perspective — may not have been 
perceptible to its managerial elite." 

History is replete with examples of pre-industrial ecological breakdown, 
from China, India sub-Saharan Africa, and the classical Middle East and 
Mediterranean, where the decline of some of the most advanced civiliza-
tions, including the Roman Empire, was clearly associated with human-
induced environmental destruction and ecological breakdown (Eckholm, 
1976; Hekstra, 1985). 

En vironmentalstress in Pacific societies 
Ominous signs of similar environmental degradation and social and 
economic deterioration are increasingly visible in the Pacific. Eighty per 
cent of the phosphate-rich island of Nauru has been shipped to Australia 
and New Zealand to enrich soils there, leaving the Nauruans with an 
unusable moonscape. Tropical hardwood forests, which take hundreds of 
years to reach maturity, are being shipped off at dangerously accelerating 
rates from Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Fiji to satisfy very 
short-term foreign exchange, government revenue, and local cash-flow 
needs. Throughout the islands, traditional subsistence agricultural and 
food systems are being displaced to produce cash crops for export, leaving 
most Pacific societies increasingly dependent on nutritionally-inferior and 
expensive imported foodstuffs and with some of the highest, or most 
rapidly increasing rates of nutrition-related health disorders such as 
anaemia, obesity, infant malnutrition, cardiovascular disease, 
hypertension, diabetes, and dental disease in the world (Thaman, 1982, 
1984b). 
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The global interrelationship between development and the destruction of 
environmental resources 

Ecosytems, whether natural or cultural, are not closed systems, and global 
development, as an interdependent process, affects both developed and 
developing countries. Most evidence indicates that development in the 
industrialised or rich countries and the associated global cash economy 
have taken a far greater toll on the resources, environmentals and the 
cultures of the non-industrialised or poor countries than on the rich 
countries where the development has taken place. 

Hekstra (1985:245) stresses that the world's "development dilemma" — 
destruction or development — is very much the "fruit of overdevelopment 
or rather maldevelopment" in the highly industrialised countries which 
have benefitted through the ecologically-blind exploitation of the 
resources of the non-industrialised countries. He goes as far as suggesting 
that most of the ills so commonly blamed on poor education and 
technology, overpopulation, social backwardness, corruption, and the 
worldwide increase in the number of people governed by repressive 
military regimes, can be attributed to the inappropriate, ecologically 
exploitive and unsustainable models of development which have been 
thrust on developing countries: development models and associated aid 
programmes that have harvested, destroyed, and polluted the resources of 
the non-industrialised world. 

In the same vein, Ophuls (1977:127) argues that mankind as a whole has 
failed to understand the concept of "ecological scarcity" which 
encompasses all the limits to growth or the costs attached to continued 
growth. Ecological scarcity, he argues (1977:142), makes politics 
inescapable, for "to prevent the perpetual struggle for power in a war of all 
against all, there must be a civil authority capable of keeping peace by 
regulating property and other scarce goods." Unfortunately, regardless of 
political persuasion, and in industrialised and non-industrialised countries 
alike, the vision of ecological abundance has rarely been challenged, except 
by pressure groups. 

The reality of the constraints imposed on development by ecological 
scarcity is undoubtedly even harsher for developing countries, when the 
tedious one-sided interrelationship between the rich and poor and its 
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political consequences is understood. As Ophuls (1977:210-211) stresses: 

...the United States, with only 6 percent of the world's population, consumes 
about 30 percent of the total energy production of the world and comparable 
amounts of other resources, and the rest of the 'haves', although only about half 
as prodigal as the United States, still consume resources far out of proportion to 
their population; conversely, per capita consumption of resources in the Third 
World ranges from one-tenth to one-hundredth that in the 'have' countries. To 
make matters worse, the resources that the 'haves' enjoy in inordinate amounts 
are largely and increasingly imported from the Third World; thus economic 
inequality and what might be called ecological colonialism have become 
intertwined.... 

The way forward: ecocultural development and appropriate environmental 
education 

The global ecological situation is grim. The situation in the Pacific Islands, 
however, does not seem to have reached the critical, perhaps irreversible 
stage that it has in other regions. As Klee (1980b: 283) suggests, although 
many traditional cultures and their ecocultural strategies have disappeared 
from the earth, some, including most Pacific Island cultures, have 
maintained a high degree of cultural integrity because "several of their 
ways of life have assets which seem especially valuable to modern-day 
ecological problems". The critical issue, however, is whether the rapidly 
emerging Pacific Island managerial elite (politicians, policy makers, 
community leaders, and educators), will, like the Mayans be "blind to the 
environmental signs of our time" (Brown, 1982: 31). 

The time is right for the Pacific Islands' managerial elite to capitalise on 
the wealth of social and scientific technologies existing in the Pacific to 
evolve more appropriate hybrid Pacific Island ecocultures which 
incorporate traditional and new technologies. Klee (1980b: 283) refers to 
such hybrid ecocultures as "paraprimitive solutions"; Janzen (1973) calls 
them "sustained-yield tropical agroecocosystems" (SYTA); and the 
Belgian philosopher van Lier (1962) suggested that they are "dialectical 
technologies" which consist of "a cooperation between the natural world 
and our artificially created milieu, which may well take the place of the 
present dynamic technology that tries to make us the masters of the 
environment in the most brutal way." 
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The endless array of ecocultural strategies that have been time-tested in the 
Pacific offer great potential for ecocultural development. The question 
which must be asked, however, is whether it is possible, through 
appropriate environmental education and the application of principles 
derived from rigorous human ecological studies on the impact of 
development in both traditional and modern societies, to foster a return to 
a more ecologically-sound standard of living which can provide everyone 
in the Pacific Islands with at least a reasonable level of "subsistence 
affluence" (Fisk, 1972). 

The waters, soils, animals and plants were traditionally seen as allies which 
kept societies in a state of subsistence affluence, as long as their relation-
ship with the natural environment remained a symbiotic one. Scarce island 
resources were treated not as income to be spent, but as capital to be cared 
for and preserved as the basis forfuture generations. People's physical and 
spiritual needs and culture were integral parts of the ecosystem. To remain 
an effective and stabilizing force in the ecosystem it was critical that 
societies understood the internal makeup and functioning of their 
respective ecosystems. Societies which failed to do so unwittingly caused 
perturbations and upset homeostasis which have in turn undermined their 
system of subsistence affluence, plunging them into a state of subsistence 
poverty, as has been the case in many areas of Africa, Asia and Latin 
America. Such an undermining of one's basis for independence and 
survival would seem to be politically unwise in an age where independence 
is zealously sought after. Dependence on others for one's for survival... 
food, fuel, clothing and shelter, would seem to be the most hapless and 
tragic type of dependency, especially for Third World states which still 
have relatively ecologically-sound traditions of resource management and 
relative subsistence affluence. 

Unfortunately, most cultures are steadily losing their traditional under-
standing of human ecological principles. Modern development, modern 
education, and what Tudge (1977:132-139) refers to as the "commercial 
imperative" have changed people's resource perception. They have taken 
the brightest young people from traditional, in-the-community, in-the-
field education and put them into schools where they are taught less and 
less about their places in, and effect on, world ecosystems, and more and 
more about how they can exploit these resources faster and farther to 

•further 'development'. More than three thousand years of human 
evolution and experimentation in the Pacific Islands... empirical 
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ecocultural education... is being cast aside for imperfect, untested 
ecocultural models developed over a span of only two hundred years since 
the industrial revolution and the expansion of the European cultural realm 
over the earth's surface. 

The signs of social and ecological breakdown in the often romanticised 
islands of the Peaceful (Pacific) Ocean are clearly before us. The hidden 
political and economic development agendas, proposed by the managerial 
and educational elite, seem to be taking the islands further down the road 
to dependency, social breakdown, and ecological ruin. The time is ripe for 
change, before it is too late. 

The road is fraught with problems, yet the prospects in the Pacific Islands 
for sustainable ecodevelopment and the development of appropriate 
ecocultures are considerable, perhaps greater than in any other region on 
earth. Possibly the most important prerequisite for success, however, is 
appropriate environmental education, both formal and non-formal, which 
focuses the minds of the Pacific's managerial elite on the critical environ-
mental issues which may determine the success or failure of future 
ecocultural development in all Pacific Island societies. 

As Schumacher (1973:64-83) argues, the world's greatest resource is 
education because "it is man, not nature who provides the primary 
resource: that the key factor of all economic development comes out of the 
mind' of man." He stresses that "the problems of education are merely 
reflections of the deepest problems of our age, which cannot be solved by 
organisation, administration or the expenditure of money, even though the 
importance of all these is not denied." Conversely, he argues that 
"education which fails to clarify our central convictions is mere training 
indulgence", which will only lead to further disorder and environment 
degradation, and "far from ranking as man's greatest resource, will then be 
an agent of destruction, in accordance with the principle corruption optimi 
pessima" (pessimism is the greatest form of corruption). In short, without 
good environmental education, there may be no optimism for mankind, 
whether in the Pacific Islands or elsewhere! 
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