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• to respond to areas of morality using their knowledge
and understanding of religious and ethical teaching, 

• to make reasoned and informed judgements on religious
and moral issues, as stated by the Agreed Government
Syllabuses across the country.

• to consider the needs of others as well as their own
needs, the Prophet Mohammed (Peace be upon him)
said ‘to love for your brother/sister what you would love
for yourself’ (Bukhari and Muslim) and Islam taught us
that it is imperative to look after our neighbours, as the
Prophet Mohammed said ‘He is not a believer who eats
till he is full and leaves his neighbour hungry’. 

The list, it seems, is endless, and the need for faith based
education will always be in demand, by parents and students
alike, because the values in faiths are positive and necessary.
It is logic; a moral child will be a better human, a better
neighbour, a better spouse, a better citizen, a better student, a
better sibling etc, all this will be reflected positively on to
the family and society as a whole.

Therefore, we have everything to gain from faith based
education, living in a secular society that is endlessly

searching for something to fill the emptiness of our lives and
hearts. The last Census statistics found that there are some
390,000 British citizens who confessed to being a Jedi as
their religion... and I want to leave you read what you will
from this. 

Therefore, let us fill our children’s lives and society’s life
with enough knowledge about our various faiths, traditions,
cultures etc in a way that allows everybody to know about
themselves as much as they need to know about others. As
the Prophet Mohammed (peace be upon him) said,
‘Knowledge is obligatory on every man and woman’.

People most and foremost fear what they do not
understand. Therefore, knowledge is the key and what is
more important than to know about ourselves and about our
brothers and sisters in humanity? And to know them with
enough depth, to respect and to celebrate our universal
citizenship.

Ali Omar Ermes is an artist and writer; he is involved
in various social and cultural issues and is the Chairman
of the Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre in Kensington.
www.aliomarermes.co.uk

Schools and a sustainable future

In a speech given at a Groundwork conference, Lord Puttnam of Queensgate, CBE, reflects on the importance
of education for equipping young people to be active, responsible citizens in a complex, globalised world, sensitive
both to the needs of others and to the needs of the physical environment that surrounds them.

I would like to focus on three themes: first, to briefly reflect
upon the critical importance of education and sustainability
in the wake of globalisation; second, to consider how rights
and responsibilities go together in any vision of
‘sustainability’ and citizenship that’s worth its name; third, to
place these issues of citizenship and sustainability in a global
context, and in this respect, to talk a little about the work of
UNICEF UK.

As has been dramatically apparent during the past months
we find ourselves navigating a course through a
frighteningly complex globalised society. What this will
come to mean to us as individuals or as nations is not yet
entirely clear. What is certain is the overwhelming need for
everyone of us to reappraise our own role in society. Frankly
we have no choice because, like it or not – and some clearly
don’t – this new ‘globalised reality’ is here to stay. From
Bali to Baghdad, the complexities of the interdependent
global community are painfully apparent. 

At troubled times like this our shared ambition can
probably be reduced to the notion of some form of truly
sustainable society; and we’ve enough experience to know
that the key to that is a stable economy – an economy that

offers the prospect of continuity and a genuinely better
future for every one of those struggling to exist at the
margins. At its best it’s what we’ve come to call the quest for
‘social justice’. 

Somewhat to my surprise, I’ve discovered that, for the
most part, it’s left to those working in the public sector to
deliver this ‘social justice’ – or frankly it’s unlikely to be
delivered at all. That’s why I’m personally committed to the
public sector. It’s why I’ve spent the past five years working
entirely in the public sphere, after a lifetime in the world of
commerce.

What my work in the public sector has most forcibly
brought home to me is the fundamental necessity for
creating an education system capable of equipping all our
young people with the knowledge and skills they’ll need to
steer a course through this complex, globalised world. In
such a context, I think the role of the education sector in
leading the arguments for ‘sustainability’ at every level of
our society is absolutely critical. The educational sector and
only the educational sector can play a leadership role,
helping to bring about a more equitable balance between the
race for economic growth and the more lasting values which



under-pin our democracy. It can help to create active citizens
in the fullest sense of the word, citizens who are sensitive
both to the needs of others and to the needs of the physical
environment that surrounds them, not just ‘consumers’ or
‘customers’. A stable economy may be the key to
‘sustainability’ but that does not mean reducing individuals
to purely ‘economic androids’. Nor should it mean that
individuals are simply allowed to assert their rights without
any commensurate acknowledgement of their
responsibilities. 

Which brings me to my second theme. The last century
witnessed tremendous success in entrenching the rights of
the individual in confrontation with the power of the modern
state. Sadly, no such similar progress has been made in
matching individual responsibilities to these new and
important rights. This is one of great social challenges we
now face, and it requires both leadership and an individual
willingness to engage, to really get involved. It’s vital that we
come to treat each other as ‘individuals’ – offering and
entitled to respect and consideration. In other words, to
become a genuinely civil society. Any society, or indeed
community, worth the name must be built on an
acknowledgement that rights
and responsibilities go hand in
hand. That for me lies at the
core of the very idea of
citizenship.

It is here that
‘environmental’ education can
be a powerful motor for binding
young citizens together; making
them aware of their responsibilities to themselves and to the
environment; making them aware that the environment is not
a space which individuals or corporations can treat as their
own dumping ground but a space which belongs to all of us,
and as such must be treated with enormous respect. That is
why the importance of the initiatives that Groundwork and
its partner Trusts have delivered reach far beyond the
environment; in truth, education for sustainable development
is one of the most effective tools we have for instilling in
young people the idea that they have inherited these duties
and obligations; for instilling the idea that they need to be
active citizens, not just passive consumers.

I use the term ‘citizens’ very deliberately. For Citizenship
should not just be a fashionable buzzword or an add-on to a
well-intentioned education programme. It lies at the very
heart of education and in a sense it always has. What the
Government has done over the last couple of years or so is
simply make explicit what has always been implicit – that
our education should deliver active, engaged citizens, people
who want to participate in our society in a whole host of
ways. And if it doesn’t, then we’re all in trouble, for the
basic truth of our ‘interdependent’ world is that we’re all
vulnerable to the failure to create rounded citizens.

That is the only way that we can possibly hope to break
the cycle that produces damaged kids, kids who, in one way

or another, go on to negatively impact on the whole of
society. That is what the debate we’ve heard over the last few
weeks and months about truancy, youth crime, street crime,
whatever, should all be about; how do we break the present
cycle of hopelessness to create informed, caring citizens with
a genuine stake in their and our futures? Many of you are
only too aware of the scale of the challenge we face. 

I don’t need to remind you that the quality of our
education system must not only be measured by its ability to
help make us economically competitive. It must also be
judged by its ability to contribute to healing the wounds that
still, (or maybe especially) exist in this age of the internet
and global trading agreements; those dislocations that have
the power to do enormous damage to just about every
member of our society; wounds such as social exclusion,
behavioural difficulties, cultural exclusion – those problems
which are still all too evident if you have to visit, as I do,
many of the woefully deprived urban and rural parts of our
country.

I say that these are problems which affect us all, because
sooner or later they will. It’s almost become a political
mantra, but we are all interconnected. If we’ve discovered

little else in the past few years,
we’ve certainly discovered that
there is such a thing as society
– and if one part of that society
becomes entirely dysfunctional
it can all too easily have the
most devastating implications
for the rest of us. That is most
particularly true in that

‘interdependent’ world I have just described.
Which brings me to my third and final theme; let me put

some of these issues in a more global context by talking
about them in relation to my role as President of UNICEF
UK. UNICEF is an organisation that raises funds to support
the work of the United Nations Children’s Fund in over 160
countries, and acts as an advocate for increased awareness of
the situation of children worldwide. 

Young people in the UK are growing up in an
increasingly global context. To allow these children to
remain unaware of the global dimension to citizenship would
be to leave them uninformed about the nature of their own
lives and the position they find themselves in, in relation to
the world. That is why it’s so critical that ‘citizenship
education’ now provides children with the opportunity to
learn and gain some understanding about issues such as
racism, refugees, asylum seekers and the impact of
migration. Knowledge and understanding can only help to
develop a balanced view of many of these issues, enabling
young people to respond in active and responsible ways to
what is happening in the UK and indeed in the wider world. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child recognises
that young people under the age of 18 years are already
citizens, not citizens in waiting, and states that young people
should be included in decision making about their lives,
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To allow children to remain
unaware of the global dimension to
citizenship would be to leave them

uninformed about the nature of
their own lives...
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commensurate with their maturity. It does not say that
children should have everything they ask for, but that they
have a right to an opinion and to be listened to.

The UK is the fourth richest economy in the world and
yet more than a third of British children still live in relative
poverty. They too have a right to the standards of living,
health care, education and government support to their
families, laid down in the Convention. UNICEF in the UK is
working to raise awareness of the Convention so that every
child in the UK, and the adults who care for them, are aware
not only of children’s rights, but also the responsibilities that
the Convention on the Rights of the Child imposes upon the
government, adults who care for children, and children and
young people themselves. 

In schools across the country, those teachers teaching
about children’s rights are realising that the CRC embodies
the values I have just referred to. Respect for others’ rights is
a first principle, and one that young people respond well to.
In September 2002 the UN held its first Special Session to
look at the situation of children. 370 young people from
around the world represented their peers and were part of the
process. The sustainable future of the planet depends on
these young voices being listened to and young people
feeling that they are part of society NOW. 

And with that thought, I’d like to leave you to ponder two
short quotations which, between them, sum up why I believe
that sustainable success through education is a necessary
first step in creating the type of coherent society I’ve been
talking about.

H.G. Wells once memorably described civilisation as a
‘race between education and catastrophe’. Now more than
ever we should be thinking about that. Otherwise we really
could find ourselves in a new ‘War of the Worlds’; a war
between the world of the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ – a war
in which both sides can only be losers.

And just a few years ago, in a lecture to the Royal Society
of Arts in London, Lord Moser – one of the most genuinely
inspiring people I have ever had the privilege of knowing –
observed that, unlike all other areas of public expenditure,
education alone is both the ‘cause and the consequence of
national success’.

Together we can achieve real and lasting success. The
truth, as we all know, is that our future and that of our
children depends on our ability to invest every scrap of time
and resource we can in building a society that we can all be
proud of.

David Putnam is a former film producer now heavily
involved with education and sustainable development.
He has been President of the Council for the Protection
of Rural England and Chair of Forum for the Future and
is currently President of UNICEF UK. He is Chancellor of
Sunderland University, an advisor to the Department for
Education and Skills, and recently completed two and a
half years as Chair of the General Teaching Council. 

This is an abridged version of a speech delivered at a Groundwork
conference at the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors, London, on
Thursday, December 12th, 2002
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