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The environment and people
Wright (1998) states that ‘if you are green, you’re likely to
be white’. This was reflected in events to mark the launch of
the Decade for Education for Sustainable Development. At
an event at London South Bank University, held in May
2005, at least the Black Environmental Network (BEN)
director was invited and participated. At a similar launch at
the Institute of Education in December 2005, which included
key political representatives and experts on ESD, diverse
representation was markedly lacking. Black and minority
ethnic groups (BMEs) groups were under-represented and no
proactive steps were taken to include their voice or
participation. A token voice, invited we were told as a last
resort two weeks before the event, led a workshop as part of
a team discussing issues of community participation. 

It is within the remit of environmental educators to
engage everyone in sustainable environmental awareness and
participation. This inclusion requires an immediate and real
commitment to change. Factors identified as being key for
consideration by the sector are social, economic,
psychological and physical in nature and provide a starting
point for those wishing to better understand and address our
ethnic community needs and concerns. 

In November 2000 the Rural White Paper was published
by the UK government (DETR 2000). Chapter 11:
Recreation for All highlights the government’s concern that
most country pursuits are largely the preserve of the white,
middle-aged, middle-class and able-bodied. It identifies
underrepresented groups to the countryside and green
outdoor spaces as: people from black and minority ethnic
backgrounds, disabled people, young people, people who
live in inner cities, women, older people and people on low
income. Studies by UK national tourism boards in 2002/03
found that just 1% of visitors to the countryside were of
ethnic minority origin (BBC News, 2004). Research through
the government’s Diversity Review (Countryside Agency
2005) has shown that increasing participation from a diverse
group of people requires an understanding of the numerous
factors which restrict use of, or participation in, the
environment. The Rural White Paper is an important policy
in its promotion of countryside recreation for all and its
recognition of low participation from within the BME
community. As such, it will be used as a foundation for this
report.

Facilitating access is crucial for laying down the basis of
contact with, and an understanding of what it means to be

part of, the environment. The benefits of inclusion can
extend far beyond the personal level and into wider society.
An Action Plan to address these issues is yet to be
completed and reviewed through consultation with
stakeholder groups, including BMEs. One of the main
challenges is determining how to translate recommendations
into practice. Given the significant length of time it has
taken to complete this consultation stage, it is imperative that
efforts now get underway to address issues at the ground
level. 

Background
Prior to the Countryside Agency’s Diversity Review, it was
widely assumed that access to the countryside was a choice
and that to be excluded was a decision not to engage:
‘There’s been an assumption in our sector that people from
black and ethnic minority backgrounds aren’t interested in
accessing the countryside, and the work we’re doing, our
national research, just blows that assumption apart’ (Stearns,
leader of the Diversity Review, BBC News, 2004). The Rural
White Paper signaled the government’s realization of this
misconception.

It also showed that there are numerous factors which
restrict access to and/or participation in the rural
environment: cost of visiting the countryside; problems
linked to transport; lack of knowledge of the English
countryside; lack of ‘cultural habit’ of visiting the
countryside; fear of discrimination; different patterns of use;
and lack of culturally-appropriate provision. 

The Office for National Statistics found the UK’s non-
white population to be concentrated in large urban centres –
nearly half (45%) of the UK’s 4.6 million are concentrated in
the London region (ONS undated). Given the high levels of
deprivation in inner cities, a greater percentage of the non-
white populations tend to live in deprived areas (Joseph
Rowntree Foundation 1998). For those confronted with
environmental degradation such as noise, air pollution and
litter on a daily basis, Government efforts to increase ethnic
participation can offer an opportunity to better understand
the role of the environment in determining quality of life.
The development of social, personal and practical skills can
generate a sense of understanding and appreciation for the
environment. This sense of empowerment can initiate action
to improve quality of life as well as offer wider opportunities
for education and community cohesion. This has been shown
to be the case from the work of organizations such as
Groundwork.

Exclusive or inclusive? Increasing participation in EfS
This report by Tanya Blackburn and Rosemin Najmudin takes into account relevant research findings from
across a wide range of sectors, in order to provide a basic guide to organisations in the UK wishing to make an
increased commitment to inclusion of diverse groups such as the black and minority ethnic groups (BMEs). Although
its focus is Education for Sustainability (EfS) many of the recommendations apply equally to development education.
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Stakeholder recognition, consultation and
partnership
Insufficient attention is often given to the views and
experiences of BMEs in the development of strategies and
policies. In the production of the Diversity Review, a cross-
section of society was consulted demonstrating the
government’s recognition that ethnic groups are not
homogenous. Research participants were selected from inner
city areas in London, Birmingham and Bradford, and from a
range of backgrounds, ethnicities and countries of heritage.

Recommendations for eliciting participation
The following recommendations have been identified as
essential for the effective engagement of ethnic
communities. These recommendations consider the key
challenges that may be encountered at the organizational
level as a result of change, and the socio-cultural and
economic needs and concerns of ethnic communities. The
work of The British Trust for Conservation Volunteers
(BTCV), particularly its ‘Environments for All’ programme,
is referred to within this section as an example of good
practice. 

Recruitment – In recruiting staff to work with BMEs,
understanding and sensitivity to cultural issues should be a
prerequisite. The ratio of racial representation in staff-
volunteer is also important. Since the launch of its
‘Environments for All’ Programme BTCV’s workforce of
over 1000 people has seen a substantial increase in profile to
3-5% ethnic community representation (BTCV, 2004a). 

Investment in staff development – Training should be
provided to increase personal awareness of conscious and
unconscious prejudices. This training should occur at all
levels to ensure internal culture change. Training in the use
of ‘ethnicity terminology’ is one example. When working
with local communities it is best to find out how they wish
to be described. In June 2003, BEN published a guidance
paper entitled Terminology Matters. Their research shows
that language is constantly evolving and changing according
to local contexts. Variation in terminology can be reflective
of the differing understandings and positions of different
organisations. The DfES, in relation to schools in England
for example, uses the term ‘minority ethnic’ to describe all
groups that are not recorded under the ‘White British’ ethnic
group category. Home Office, Census Bureau, Commission
for Racial Equality and other official bodies use the term
‘Black and Minority Ethnic’ to mean ‘visible’ or non-white
minorities. According to BEN, many groups want to be
‘accurately described for themselves, for example
Bangladeshi, Nigerian or Iraqi, and not as a homogenous
group of ‘ethnic minorities’’. 

Culture change – It is important to recognise that
individuals have the potential to be change agents as well as
change blockers. The issue of ethnicity and inclusion can be
a sensitive one. Changes in practice can be interpreted as
threats to an established persona. BTCV for example have
found reluctance among some of its staff for broadening the

scope of its work – staff see the organization primarily as a
nature conservation organization (BTCV, 2004b). It is
important to realize that changes in perspectives do not come
easily or quickly. Staff may benefit from being provided with
personal and professional coping strategies in and outside of
the workplace.

Information and experience retention – High turn-over
of staff within the sector and changes in funding may result
in BME positions being vulnerable. This may result in
experience of working with ethnic communities being lost.
Establishing project information systems and sustainable
funding initiatives are important means of retaining valuable
BME information and experience. 

Suitability of programmes – Within the sector there is a
tendency to try to fit people’s needs within existing
programmes. Establishing specific BME requirements is
very important, as cultural beliefs such as religion can
influence the activities people get involved in. 

Collaboration – Close partnerships between the EfS
sector, government departments, national, regional and local
groups, and most importantly BME communities are needed.
The sharing of ideas and experiences is essential if groups
are to work towards a common goal of inclusion. 

Facilitating participation – The Black Environment
Network devised a ‘Cycle of Participation’ to explain why
the white middle class are such significant contributors to
environmental care: 1) Contact with Nature/Enjoyment; 2)
Enjoyment leads to love of Nature; 3) When we come to
know that nature is threatened or needs our care in some
way, the normal human response is that we wish to take care
of what we love, so we end up contributing to Nature (Wong,
1998). Wong suggests that in many ethnic communities the
first step is often missing. Supporting school outdoor
learning programs is one way of ‘completing’ this cycle.
Enviro Kids, a partnership between BTCV and the Black and
Ethnic Minority Women’s Information and Resource Centre,
involves children aged 8-16 from the Chinese urban
community in Scotland. The children take part in tree
planting, guided walks, tree identification classes and are
encouraged to record their activities using cameras. The
objectives of this project are to allow children the
opportunity to experience the natural environment, socialise
with other children and give them a sense of belonging and
ownership (BTCV, 2005). 

Inclusive marketing – The EfS sector should encourage
a ‘philosophy of inclusion’ by featuring BMEs in all
promotional material (Wong, 1998). Language requirements
should also be taken into account. The use of pictures or
symbols is one way of overcoming this potential barrier.
Distribution strategies are as important as the content of
marketing materials. Efforts should be made to target ethnic
communities within the formal education structure and in
places where they might be in the course of their daily lives,
such as community and sports centres, or places of worship.
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Conclusion
Those of us working in EfS and DE have a choice: to be afraid
of the unknown or to treat people as we want to be treated
ourselves. This sounds very easy, yet it is not. Would we be
willing to really share resources and give up what we regard as
comfort goods? How many of us would stop using a car, travel
less, share our homes, even with our own elderly parents? 

Funding is both competitive and limited. The authors’
experiences of recent DFID initiatives such as Enabling
Effective Support has been that it was the white, middle and
upper class Development Education Centres (DECs) who got
the lion’s share of the funding, which divided neatly to sustain
the running of the DE movement dominated after 40 years by
people who tend to have common values, culture, background
and agenda. One of the authors was, from 2002-4, part of the
working group of LaSER-GD (London and South-east England
Regions Global Development), a consortium of NGOs, local
authorities and universities set up to develop a strategy for
supporting the delivery of the global dimension in schools in
the region. Her experience was that funding of hundreds of
thousands of pounds was divided, in this culturally diverse
area, between existing DECs with not a penny going to a single
black organisation at that time. When she questioned this, she
was told that there was no real BME DEC in existence in this
area and that some black individuals and organisations had
been invited to join the group, but none were forthcoming. We
wonder what the definition of real is and how change will ever
happen if the very people who espouse equality do not practice
it in movements such as EfS and DE? Application was made
by the author to redress the balance by holding specific
training and activities for BMEs, but this was pushed to the
side. At this point, having been the only non-white person
attending meetings, the author resigned from the group. 

We are now told that black organisations are receiving
funding from LaSER-GD. Our question today would be,
what percentage of the total funding awarded to LaSER-GD
goes to non-white groups? This leads us to also suggest that
a thorough review of internal structures and practices, and
the promotion of equality and diversity throughout the EfS
and DE movements is required. An evaluation of the
achievements in DE and EfS is required to assess what has
been achieved and what still needs to be addressed. The
question always asked is ‘what can we do to change things?’
We first need to be honest and evaluate the impact we have
had on public opinion in the last 40 years, who has been
included or excluded, and start to redress any imbalance.

How will we react when people do not want to engage,
perhaps feel that they cannot be involved as what they have
to say is not valued? How well are we prepared to take on
board criticisms and challenges? Do we really want to
consult, or just to make our jobs and lives easier, so that
when it suits our aims we are happy to include the diverse
other, but are not prepared to spend time and money on
changing our practice to include as many people as want to
be involved? How often are we forced to look beyond our
comfort zones and asked to question our beliefs and our

values; do we have time to reflect on ourselves and our
practice; and have the opportunity to change our practice
after a difficult dialogue? The authors believe that those of
us working in EfS or DE have no right to tell anyone
anything, unless we first look at our own lives and are
prepared to take action and change ourselves, our practices
and our organisations.

Our biggest challenge in this new century is to take an
idea that sounds abstract – participative sustainable
development – and turn it into reality for all the world’s
people.

Kofi Annan, 15 March, 2001, United Nations press release:
SC/SM/7739 ‘Secretary General Calls for a Break in Political Stalemate
over Environmental Issues’.
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