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Summary 

 
Different informal mechanisms available today for raising public awareness of 
environmental issues and problems at both national and global levels are discussed in 
this chapter, together with some of the germane issues that readers ought to know about, 
including environmental awareness as enabler of effective public participation in 
decision-making and driver of environmental change.  
 
 This generation is blessed with an impressive array of informal mechanisms for raising 
public awareness of environmental issues and problems as never before. Yet, by all 
accounts and despite all efforts, the Humankind has been making negative progress 
towards global environmental sustainability and sustainable development. The reason 
for this, at least in part, is the failure of environmental awareness to translate into 
concrete actions the public could take to improve matters. Education in moral and 
ethical philosophy focusing on children is suggested for making this critical link 
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between being aware and doing what needs to be done. Unarguably, a moral compass is 
indispensable to navigating life’s sojourn, and so is a strong moral and ethical 
foundation to ensure nature’s abundant benediction to sustain both present and future 
generations with an acceptable quality of life for all. Merely treating the symptoms of 
our attitude and behavior to the natural environment, on which policy and initiatives 
have been focusing, is like an incompetent physician treating the symptoms of a malaise 
and not the malaise itself causing them in the first place. This is where morality and 
ethics should come in to engender genuine respect, care and concern for nature and the 
environment. These issues are also discussed.       

1. Introduction 
 
The goal of projects and activities which a government undertakes, and policy it 
develops and implements, is to improve the quality of life of its citizens and to ensure 
national security. Therefore, it is eminently reasonable and fair for the public to be able 
to scrutinize and make inputs to what is being proposed for their good and in their name 
(in democratic societies) and to participate in the decision-making process. Indeed, in 
the environmental context broad public participation in decision-making is increasingly 
mandatory, not an option (e.g. Chapter 23 of Agenda 21; WCED, 1987, page 349). 
 
 However, members of the public cannot participate effectively, neither can they make 
informed judgment or input, unless they have access to all relevant information and are 
aware of the parameters and implications of what is being proposed. This underscores 
the importance of public education and awareness of environmental issues and problems. 
To this end Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 draws attention to the importance of “Promoting 
education, public awareness and training” in the context of the relationship between 
environmental education in the broadest sense and development, while EU Directive 
2003/4/EC seeks to strengthen existing rules on public access to environmental 
information in line with the 1998 Aarhus Convention.  
   
The presumption on which public awareness is founded is that, the more people become 
aware of the adverse impacts of human activities on the environment and nature’s life-
support systems, the more enlightened and willing they would become to actively 
promote environmental sustainability and sustainable development. They would then be 
willing, it is presumed, voluntarily to adopt life-styles commensurate with the capacity 
of nature’s ecosystems and natural resource reserves to supply; to positively change 
their behavior and attitude to nature and the environment; and in democratic societies to 
put pressure on their elected representatives to develop and implement long-term 
policies for sustainable development. In theory all this sounds excellent and makes 
much sense too. Unfortunately, in practice and in the real world it is anything but. It just 
does not work like this due to what is called the “Enlightenment Fallacy” (Berry, 2004) 
which asserts that enlightenment does not automatically translate into meaningful 
reduction of anthropogenic pollution. Had the presumption not been fallacious, the rich 
developed countries, blessed as they are with high literacy rates, educated citizenry, and 
a high level of environmental education and awareness unlike poor developing countries, 
should be the most sustainable. But they are not. On the contrary, they are the biggest 
polluters with unsustainable life-styles to match (e.g. Nath and Kazashka-Hristozova, 
2005). Being aware of environmental issues and problems and yet the international 
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community not willing or able to do what needs to be done explains, at lease in part, 
why the world of the Johannesburg Earth Summit of 2002 was less sustainable than the 
world of the Rio Summit of 1992. Indeed, negative progress had been made towards 
global sustainability during those ten years despite all the political rhetoric, countless 
conferences and a veritable avalanche of publications, practical efforts made world-
wide, and money expended.     
 
 With reference to the above, the purpose of this Article is to describe and discuss 
currently available informal mechanisms for raising public awareness of environmental 
issues and problems at both national and global levels, and to discuss some of the 
germane issues that the reader should be aware of, including the following:   
     
• Environmental awareness as enabler of effective public participation    
• Environmental awareness as driver of environmental change   
• Important environmental issues the public should be aware of 
 
Adopting the meaning of “informal” as given in the Oxford English Dictionary, in what 
follows “informal mechanisms” will be taken to mean events and activities that are held 
not in accordance with convention, ceremony or prescribed rules.   
 
2. Why Public Awareness of Environmental Issues and Problems is Important, and 
the Difficulties 
 
There are two main reasons why public awareness of environmental issues and 
problems is increasingly important. They are elaborated in 2.1 and 2.2 along with the 
difficulties associated with them vis-à-vis global sustainable development. 
 
2.1. Environmental Awareness as Enabler of Effective Public Participation 
 
Projects and activities undertaken, or policy implemented by local or central 
governments often impact on the natural environment affecting peoples’ quality of life. 
It is eminently reasonable, therefore, for the public at large to be aware of those impacts 
and indeed to participate in making decisions on whether or not any planned project, 
policy or activity is to be implemented, and, if so, how. It is mainly for this reason that 
ever since the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, which was a 
ground-breaking event that pushed global environmental concerns to the top of the 
political agenda, public participation in environmental decision-making has become 
important as never before. Chapter 23 of Agenda 21, which is a preamble to Section III 
of that document, stresses both the importance of broad public participation in decision-
making and the particular role of the NGOs in the process. Today public participation is 
mandatory in most countries of the world and increasingly so, not an option. Indeed, the 
right of the public to environmental information is integral to their fundamental human 
right “to an environment adequate for their health and well-being”, and nation states are 
obliged to “inform in a timely manner all persons likely to be significantly affected by a 
planned activity and to grant them equal access and due process in administrative and 
judicial proceedings” (WCED, 1987, page 349). Typically, the new EU Directive on 
“Public Access to Environmental Information” (Directive 2003/4/EC), which came into 
force on 14 February 2005 and is in line with the 1998 Aarhus Convention, is designed 
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to strengthen existing rules in this area. The Directive also provides for transparency of 
decision-making and holds decision-makers accountable.    
 
Clearly, members of the public would be in a position to participate effectively in the 
decision-making process only when they are aware of the likely or probable 
environmental consequences of implementing planned projects, policy or activities, and 
for this they must have access to all relevant information. However, experience shows 
that in many of the developing countries and transition economies, and even in some of 
the highly developed countries, governments and politicians in power tend to be reticent 
in divulging information to the public, presumably in deference to the adage 
“information is power” which characterizes totalitarian regimes everywhere. Indeed, 
when deemed necessary, they are not averse to manipulating or even manufacturing 
information to mislead the public in pursuit of their political agenda. 
 

“Politics, as the word is commonly understood, are nothing but corruptions, and 
consequently of no use to a good king or a good ministry.” 

 
Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) in Thoughts on Various Subjects 

  
Furthermore, in democratic systems of governance politicians appear increasingly to 
follow public opinion, act reactively, and to shy away from proactive initiatives they 
consider too radical and therefore fraught with political risks. In political parlance the 
last is a manifestation of what is called the NIMTOO (Not in My Term Of Office) 
syndrome which is proving to be a major obstacle to framing effective long-term policy 
for global sustainable development.                  
 
There is a presumption that as public awareness of pressing environmental issues and 
problems increases, people (the affluent in particular) would become more willing 
voluntarily to adopt less consumptive (and therefore less polluting) life-styles and 
environment-friendly behavior and attitude. In other words, a positive correlation is 
presumed to exist between people’s enhanced awareness of pressing environmental 
problems on one hand, and mitigation of those problems presumed to result from people 
making necessary changes in their behavior, life-style and attitude on the other. While 
this may be true for small-scale local initiatives, it is generally not true in the case of 
global environmental problems — global warming for example — that must be urgently 
addressed for achieving even a modest degree of global sustainable development. This 
gap between being aware of an environmental problem and yet failing, or not willing, to 
do what is needed to address it is the essence of what is called the “Enlightenment 
Fallacy” (Berry, 2004). Arguably this fallacy, coupled with profligate and hedonistic 
life-styles of the affluent, is proving to be the nemesis of global sustainable 
development (Nath, 2003) (also see Section 1 of Mechanisms for the Continuing 
Education of the Public). 
 
2.2. Environmental Awareness as Driver of Environmental Change   
 
In pluralistic democratic societies pressure for any change normally comes from the 
electorate in the bottom-up fashion. So it is presumed that, with greater awareness of 
environmental issues and problems the public would exert pressure on their elected 
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representatives to implement projects and policies and undertake activities aiming at 
sustainable development. However, this political process is fraught with three main 
difficulties that do not augur well for global sustainable development.       
 
• The time-horizon of most elected political representatives does not extend beyond 

the next general election, which is usually 4 or 5 years. Understandably therefore, 
after being elected they become preoccupied with all the things they consider 
necessary for promotion and re-election next time round. If the party in power loses 
the next election, a different party comes to power with a different agenda reflecting 
its own priorities and ideology and, of course, its obligations of “patron-clientism”.  
Sustainable development, on the other hand, is a long-term process, not an event. It 
needs development and implementation of consistent and coherent long-term 
policies — and most importantly continuity, commitment and unwavering political 
will — to bear fruit. Clearly, under current arrangements there is a mismatch 
between what is needed and what is on offer.       

 
• General elections are usually won or lost on the “bread-and-butter” issues of 

taxation, education, healthcare, housing, etc., and seldom if ever on environmental 
issues and problems. Although during election campaigns major political parties do 
talk about the need to protect the environment and the importance of achieving 
sustainable development, they shy away from the crucial issue of sustainable 
consumption patterns — in particular the need for the affluent to adopt less 
consumptive life-styles (WCED, 1987) — because they know the public at large 
equates improving standards of living and quality of life to ever greater consumption 
of goods and services to which they aspire. And so for a political party to campaign 
for election on the need to reduce consumption would be tantamount to committing 
political suicide.     

 
• The prevailing laissez-faire economic system, which is universal in its scope today 

and is being reinforced by increasing pace of globalization, is itself the greatest 
obstacle to global sustainable development. The system works only when there is 
uninterrupted growth in production and consumption of goods and services. On the 
other hand sustainable patterns of production and consumption, meaning production 
and consumption commensurate with the capacity of earth’s ecological systems and 
raw material reserves to supply, are the core pre-requisites of sustainable 
development (WCED, 1987; Nath, 2000). Thus trying to achieve sustainable 
development within the framework of the prevailing laissez-faire economic system 
can be likened to trying to fit a square peg in a round hole. Most politicians know 
this, and do not discuss it for fear of upsetting their constituents to whom sustainable 
consumption is euphemism for reduced living standards. And so they project 
sustainable development in terms of energy efficiency, keeping neighborhoods clean 
and tidy, and so on. Laudable though such efforts are, and environmentally helpful 
too, it is hard to see how they could possibly deliver global sustainable development 
unless the central issues of the affluent adopting less consumptive life-styles and 
equitable allocation of wealth and natural resources within and between nations are 
addressed.          

 
“…Developing countries should strive towards a level of consumption which is 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AND AWARENESS – Vol. II - Informal Mechanisms for Raising Public Awareness at 
National and Global Levels and Important Related Issues - Bhaskar Nath 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

compatible with their need for a basic standard of living while developed 
countries should implement policies and strategies which encourage changes in 
unsustainable consumption patterns”.  

 Summary of Chapter 4 of Agenda 21 (Hens, 1996) 
 
2.3. Important Environmental Issues the Public Should be Aware of 
 
While the poor of the world knowingly degrade the natural environment of necessity for 
sheer survival (often with the connivance of the affluent, for example illegal trade in 
forest products that have an apparently insatiable demand in the West), the affluent do 
so knowingly to satisfy the open-ended demands of their profligate and hedonistic life-
styles (Nath, 2003; Nath and Kazashka-Hristozova, 2005). The rich of the world will 
not willingly renounce their material wealth. On the contrary, if necessary they will 
knowingly and willingly degrade earth’s natural environment and life support systems 
in order to protect and reinforce their hegemony of wealth and power. This is because 
wealth is power, and so presumably without it an individual or a nation would be at a 
disadvantage vis-à-vis the Darwinian imperatives of natural selection and survival of 
the fittest (Beer, 1996).. 
 
Arguably the above is the crux of the environmental predicament facing the Humankind 
on which debate on global sustainable development ought to focus. For what is really 
needed to achieve even a modest degree of global sustainable development is an 
environmentally sound global mechanism that ensures fair and equitable allocation of 
wealth and resources both between and within nations to replace the prevailing 
paradigm, akin to the proverbial “Law of the jungle”, which favours the powerful at the 
expense of the weak and allows the rich to patronize the weak with uplifting rhetoric on 
“poverty eradication” and manufactured definitions of “poverty” (e.g. Mestrum, 2003). 
Or could it be that homo sapiens are not yet sufficiently evolved to embrace this 
eminently fair, reasonable, laudable and enlightened paradigm? If so, it would be futile 
to pursue the distant dream of global sustainable development, however rich or 
compelling the political rhetoric might be. What, then, is the value or purpose of raising 
public awareness if it results in little more than cosmetic initiatives that do not add up to 
much and fail to address the crucial issues of equity, justice, and how to live within the 
capacity of earth’s ecosystems to provide?             
 
3. Primary Objectives of Raising Public Awareness 
 
If the international community is at all serious about achieving even a modest degree of 
global sustainable development, rather than indulging in rhetoric and cosmetic 
initiatives that do not add up to much as unrelenting deterioration of the global 
environment in practically all fronts would readily confirm, the primary objective of 
raising public awareness must be to enlighten people in ways that would overcome the 
“Enlightenment Fallacy” and persuade the affluent to adopt life-styles and behavior 
commensurate with the capacity of earth’s ecological and material resources to supply. 
And, more importantly, to radically change the attitude (especially of the affluent) to 
nature and the environment from one of gross exploitation as at present to that of 
genuine respect, concern and care. This radical prescription, which may even appear 
surreal to some, is not new (for example, see WCED, 1987, page 9; Agenda 21, chapter 
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4), and it is hard to see how meaningful progress towards global sustainable 
development could ever be made without it (it would be useful to know about plausible 
and effective alternatives). Public enlightenment by overcoming the “Enlightenment 
Fallacy” is crucial because, once people become enlightened in this way, their attitude 
to nature and the environment would be genuinely respectful. They would then exert 
pressure on their elected representatives to develop and implement effective policies for 
global sustainable development.  
 
Yet the political process everywhere has been working against the core requirement of 
global sustainable development, which is to consume within earth’s capacity to supply, 
by vigorously promoting the quintessentially Western “gospel” of rampant 
consumerism (see Section 2.2 of Continuing Education for Decision-Makers including 
Politicians, Senior Government Officials and Chief Executives in Industry). Arguably, 
this has been causing the “deep malaise”, of which adverse environmental impacts 
occurring on all fronts are but symptoms (Nath, 2003; also see Section 3 of Need for 
Environmental Research). Curiously, the United Nations (UN), which should be taking 
the lead in this matter, has been vigorously promoting the flawed status quo of 
exclusively reliance on science and technology to deliver global environmental 
sustainability and sustainable development. For example, the Johannesburg Plan of 
Implementation (JPoI) speaks only of science and technology for sustainable 
development, and fails to mention education in moral and ethical philosophy without 
which it is hard to see how people’s attitude to nature and the environment could be 
changed to make meaningful progress towards it (Nath, 2003; Nath and Kazashka-
Hristozova, 2005). Indeed, exclusive reliance on science and technology seems to 
characterize the approach of the UN system to addressing problems of environmental 
protection and sustainability (e.g. Brende, 2004). Therefore, the onus is on the UN to 
demonstrate if and how science and technology alone could be applied to bring about 
necessary changes in people’s attitude to nature and the natural environment conducive 
to the realization of global environmental sustainability without which sustainable 
development cannot be achieved; and to explain why the richest countries, endowed 
with abundant state-of-the-art science and technology, and financial resources continue 
to be the biggest polluters (Nath, 2003; Nath and Kazashka-Hristozova, 2005). 
Interestingly, when directly challenged, UN’s response to this is less than convincing 
(Morita-Lou, 2004). The UN being a political organization, depending as it does on the 
goodwill of its powerful member states, one can only speculate on the possible 
existence of a covert agenda, to which we are not privy, for this state of affairs.  
 

“[Western] philosophers reduced the scope of their inquiries so much that 
Wittgenstein, the most famous philosopher of this century, said, “The sole 
remaining task for philosophy is the analysis of language”. What a comedown 
from the great tradition of philosophy from Aristotle to Kant!” 

Stephen Hawking (1988), page 191     
 
4. Strategies for Raising Public Awareness 
 
Obviously, the strategies to be adopted should reflect the socio-cultural and even geo-
political nuances of the target public. For a strategy, which works well in an ancient and 
enduring culture that through the ages taught people to genuinely respect earth as 
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“mother” through mythology, religious observance and rituals, is unlikely to work in a 
Western industrialized society devoted in the main to gross materialism and largely 
bereft of such deeply-embedded values and sentiments. Furthermore, from the 
perspective of psychology, the age of the target public is a fundamental determinant of 
the strategy to be adopted, as will be seen from what follows. However, in all cases the 
strategic goal must be to overcome the “Enlightenment Fallacy”. In other words, the 
goal of raising environmental awareness of the public must be to change their behavior 
and attitude to nature and the natural environment positively and permanently — from 
one of gross exploitation to that of genuine respect, concern and care. Temporary 
change as fashion or fad engendered by fleeting enthusiasm is neither desirable nor 
consequential.          
 
- 
- 
- 
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