
The 
Env ronment

An Educational Resource



02

Definitions:
Sustainable development: 
ensuring current needs are met 
without compromising future 
generations.

Biodiversity: the range of 
all living organisms and the 
environment in which they live.

Basic sanitation: managing 
human waste in the household.

Millennium Development Goal no. 7 –  
Ensure Environmental Stability

There are 4 targets for this goal:

1.	� Integrate sustainable development principles into country policies 
and programmes and reverse the loss of environmental resources

2.	�Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction 
in the rate of loss

3.	� Halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without 
sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation

4.	�Achieve, by 2020, a significant improvement in the lives of at least 
100 million slum dwellers

Source: UNDP Millennium Development Goals

Ecclesiastes 1:4

א וְהָאָרֶץ לְעוֹלָם עמָֹדֶת: ד.  דּוֹר הלֵֹךְ וְדוֹר בָּ
4.  �One generation goes, another comes, but the earth remains the same 

forever. 

Background:
The environment has a huge impact on human life and human life has 
a huge impact on the environment. Our symbiotic relationship requires 
a balance in how we treat each other; a relationship that humans have 
treated callously for over two centuries. With the Industrial Revolution 
of the late 1700s to mid 1800s, the environment changed dramatically. 
Wind, water and wood were replaced by the increase of fossil fuel 
usage – burning coal in steam engines became the most efficient way 
to produce power and boost production capacity. Great advances 
came in science and technology which resulted in people living 
longer. These medical advancements combined with improving living 
standards meant that for the first time the world population hit one 
billion inhabitants in 1800. 

This figure took all of human history to reach. Following that, however, 
population growth sped up – adding billions in faster increments – 
with it taking a mere 12 years from 1999 to 2011 to add another billion 
to the population, to now have a current total of almost 7 billion world 
inhabitants and counting. With people living longer and more of them 
to look after, an excessive strain has been put on the natural world. 
In order to provide enough food, space and provisions for everyone, 
unfortunately the environment suffers. 
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Vast swathes of forests have been cut down in order to build 
factories, housing estates and roads. In Judaism, trees and the natural 
environment are protected, even when at war. Deforestation – the 
removal of a group of trees for non-forest use – is clearing the Earth’s 
forests on a substantial scale. One of the main reasons for felling trees 
is for agriculture; creating more space for cattle to graze or to plant 
crops. At the current rate of deforestation, the world’s rain forests 
could completely disappear in a hundred years. 

The rate at which the global population is growing is also putting 
a huge strain on our water resources. Water stress results from an 
imbalance of water use against the resources available. Since 1950, 
there has been a rapid expansion in exploiting our underground, 
drinkable (“potable”) water reserves. The majority of this is used for 
irrigation and agriculture, swiftly followed by industry which uses 
water for cooling, hydro power, in products and for waste disposal. 
Humans use water for drinking, cooking, washing and sanitation. This 
leaves relatively little for nature, which negatively affects rivers and 
animal habitats.

Facts:
•	 	�Sea levels are likely to rise 50cm which will expose twice as many 

people to serious flooding – the majority in South and South 
East Asia.

•	 �By 2080, 3 billion people will experience water shortages in the 
Middle East and India. The World Health Organisation (WHO) 
defines water shortage as a minimum of 100 litres of water per 
person per day for optimum long-term health and sanitation.

•	 �One ton of recycled paper 
saves approximately six fully 
grown trees as well as 3.3 
cubic yards of landfill 
space (www.tso.co.uk) 

•	 �Environmental factors 
are responsible for 88% 
of the 1.5 million annual 
child deaths year due to 
diarrhoea (WHO)

Jewish View:
Ever since the sixth day of creation, G-d has instructed man to 
subdue the world and have dominion over it.

Genesis 1:28

רוּ וּרְבוּ וּמִלאְוּ  רֶךְ אתָֹם אֱלקֹים וַיֹּאמֶר לָהֶם אֱלקֹים פְּ כח. וַיבְָ
דְגַת הַיָּם וּבְעוֹף הַשמַיׁםִ וּבְכָל חַיָּה  אֶת הָאָרֶץ וְכִבְשהָׁ וּרְדוּ בִּ

הָרמֶֹשתֶׂ עַל הָאָרֶץ
28. And G-d blessed them; and G-d said to them: 'Be fruitful, and 
multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it; and have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every 
living thing that creeps upon the earth.

In what could then be seen as a contradiction, in Genesis 
2:15, G-d instructs man to work the land and guard it. How 
do we satisfy these two instructions?

Genesis 2:15

חֵהוּ בְגַן עֵדֶן לְעָבְדָהּ  נִּ ח יְקוָֹק אֱלקֹים אֶת הָאָדָם וַיַּ קַּ טו. וַיִּ
מְרָהּ וּלְשָׁ

15. The Eternal One placed the human being in the Garden of Eden, to 
till it and to tend it

Questions:

1. �The last word, “ּמְרָה  can also mean “to guard” – this ”לְשָׁ
word is also used in one of the Commandments about 
Shabbat – we are told to “remember” and “guard” it. 
Why do you think the same words are used? 

2. �Is it a contradiction to be instructed to both “till” the land 
and “tend” to it? 

Rather than it being viewed as a contradiction, we can see it as an 
instruction to use what we need but be careful to do so responsibly. 
One could argue that this is the beginning of sustainability.

?

?
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Jewish texts

Deuteronomy 20:19

הּ, לאֹ- חֵם עָלֶיהָ לְתָפְשָׂ ים לְהִלָּ י-תָצוּר אֶל-עִיר יָמִים רַבִּ יט.  כִּ
נּוּ תאֹכֵל, וְאתֹוֹ לאֹ  י מִמֶּ רְזֶן--כִּ חַ עָלָיו גַּ חִית אֶת-עֵצָהּ לִנְדֹּ תַשְׁ

צוֹר  מָּ נֶיךָ בַּ דֶה, לָבאֹ מִפָּ ׂ י הָאָדָם עֵץ הַשָּ תִכְרתֹ:  כִּ
19. When you lay siege to a city for a long time, fighting against it to capture it, 
do not destroy its trees by putting an ax to them, because you can eat their fruit. 
Do not cut them down. Are the trees of the field people, that you should besiege 
them? 

Questions:

1. �According to this text, what is the relationship between humans and 
the environment?

2. �Why does it seem that trees are treated with more compassion than 
humans?

3. �This verse has been taken as the basis for “Bal Taschit” – a 
commandment found in Deuteronomy 20:19-20 to not be wasteful 
or destructive. Why do you think this verse has become the basis for 
such an important rule?

Psalm 128:2

רֶיךָ, וְטוֹב לָךְ. י תאֹכֵל; אַשְׁ יךָ, כִּ פֶּ ב.  יְגִיעַ כַּ
2. When you eat the labour of your hands, happy shall you be, and it shall be 
well with you.

Questions:

1. �Why would eating the labour of your hands make you happy and 
well?

2. �There has been an explosion of personal allotments and a real push 
to grow your own food in the last decade. Why do you think that is? 
(Possible reasons for this may include: more control over how food is 
grown – no chemicals or pesticides – fresher fruit and veg, cheaper).

© Tzedek

?

?

““

““

Case Study:
UNICEF’s SWASTHH: India’s ‘clean school and 
village’ movement 
School Water and Sanitation Towards Health and 
Hygiene

This is one of a number of government initiatives 
aimed at changing the culture of schooling in rural 
India as part of the drive for ‘education for all’. This is 
a huge undertaking as the majority of the hundreds 
of thousands of village schools are poorly constructed 
and under-equipped. 

If toilets are available, they are makeshift and there 
is no separate block for girls. Not having girls’ 
toilets is actually a huge factor in girls’ absenteeism. 
Girls typically avoid going to school when they are 
menstruating due to the poor conditions available 
to them and the embarrassment they feel of boys 
knowing they are on their period. 

Schools involved in UNICEF’s SWASTHH programme, 
which means “health” in Hindi, elect a Child Cabinet 
where elected pupils hold such roles as Minister of 
Water, Health or Culture. These Ministers ensure that 
everyone at the school focuses on proper health and 
hygiene measures, for example using soap when 
washing hands, and keeping the school facilities 
clean. 

In Kakaria, a remote village in Ranchi district in the 
Indian state of Jharkhand, this extends far beyond the 
school parameters as children perform plays based 
on hygiene issues for the community which they then 
discuss afterwards. Even at home, children will tell 
their mothers to wash their hands before preparing 
food and their mothers do what they say. Due to 
this raised level of awareness, it has been noted that 
diseases have dropped considerably and that the 
villages are much cleaner than before. 

Source: UNICEF

Interesting websites

http://www.biggreenjewish.org/
up to date information on what the UK Jewish community is doing to be green

http://www.prb.org/Publications/GraphicsBank/PopulationTrends.aspx
lots of graphs and stats

http://www.hivegroup.com/gallery/worldpop/
useful statistics 

Peulot & games

http://www.ecokids.ca/pub/games_activities/index.cfm 
games on a number of different environmental issues

http://game.environment.uk.msn.com/ 
recycling game

http://www.ined.fr/en/everything_about_population/play_population/quiz/ 
interactive quiz
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Education Director Tzedek, Jewish 
Social Action Hub, 152 West End 
Lane, London. NW6 1SD 

Please get in touch with us 
with your thoughts and ideas, 
and do call if you have any 
questions. Contact us by phone 
on: 0207 443 5121 or by email at: 
education@tzedek.org.uk


