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Technology learning will support
actions that contribute to useful
and sustainable innovation

o

Mathematics learning will support
actions that contribute to counting,

measuring and calculating
[

Natural Sciences learning will support
actions that contribute to a greener,
healthier and more beautiful
environment
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Social Sciences learning will support actions
that contribute to helping one another and
developing sustainable communities
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Arts and Culture learning will support
actions that contribute to cultural and
creative activities
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Economics & Management Sciences
learning will support actions that
contribute to sustainable production

and living
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Language learning will support
actions that contribute to expressing
our ideas accurately in words
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During this last week we
have been learning
about water in our
natural science class.
The thing that was
stressed was how
precious water is. South Africa is a water
scarce country so we must look after this
resource carefully. Our teacher explained
that particular invasive weeds are one of the
biggest threats to our water and that we
were going to be learning about these for the
next couple of days. Our homework was to
find out about the impact of invasive weeds
on our water supply. | found something on
the Internet that gave examples of the
increased water use by invasive weeds,
particularly in KwaZulu-Natal and the
Western Cape (SM 1). | was surprised that
invasive alien plants use as much as 15%,
or 116mm per year, of the Western Cape’s
water. Also mentioned were the benefits of
the Working for Water programme in
improving our country’s water supply.

I'd heard about Working for Water on the
news, but didn't know what it was all about
so decided to do a little extra research,
which | thought would also impress my
teacher. From my research (SM 2) | found
out that the programme was initiated in
1995. It had two main aims: to remove alien
invasive weeds and to create jobs. From
what | read it seemed to be a positive
initiative, but I'm sure there must be a
number of challenges. Removing invasive
alien plants from our country is not an easy
task.

Our teacher organised for an expert on
invasive weeds to visit our class and give us
a talk on the effects of these plants on our

country (SM 3). This speaker was
passionate about the negative effects of
invasive alien plants and strongly
encouraged us to make a difference by
removing any invasive weeds from our local
area. We also learned about the four main
impacts of alien invasive weeds on our
country:

they decrease our biological diversity;

they harm ecosystems and transform
habitats;

they increase the intensity of fires; and

they reduce the amount of water
available.

Because this was a natural science class we
expected to go on an investigation
excursion. This is almost always the most
enjoyable way to learn about our subject.
This time, our teacher took us on a long hike
up a mountain near our school. On the way
we learned some of the history of the area. It
used to be covered with invasive trees,
mostly black wattle and blue gum. Since
1995, through the Working for Water
programme, the trees have been removed
step by step, starting at the top of the
catchment. This is important as the seeds
mostly spread by water and therefore move
downstream. Since the area has been
cleared the previously dry stream has begun
to flow again, and people frequently spot
eagles and sometimes snhakes. Diversity of
vegetation is also coming back. It took us
about an hour to get to the site where we
were going to do a vegetation survey. There
was an indigenous forest that had been
growing here for years, but right next to it
was a small black wattle forest that had not
yet been cleared. We did a vegetation




survey to find out roughly how many plants
were growing in the indigenous forest
compared to the black wattle forest. | was
amazed at the difference.

In the black wattle forest, there was only
black wattle with a few herb-like plants
growing underneath. | also noticed how the
soil was grey and compacted. There didn’t
seem to be much life in this forest either, the
bird song was muted and | didn’t notice any
animal droppings.

In the indigenous forest there were so many
different kinds of plants growing, including
trees and shrubs and herbs. In one 5m? area
| counted as many as 48 different species.
The soil was also a rich brown colour and
smelled lovely. One of my favourite smells is
wet earth. We also heard many bird songs.
We actually spent some time being quiet
and listening to see how many birds we
could hear. | counted up to nine different bird
calls. In the black wattle forest | heard two.

We had a discussion about why the two
forests were so different. Our teacher
explained that the black wattle out-competes
the indigenous plants for nutrients and
water. This is why it is called an invasive
weed because it takes over and pushes out
the other plants so they can’t share the
same space.

After hearing the talk the previous day that
encouraged us to make a difference, and
seeing first-hand the effects of invasive
weeds on our ecosystems, we decided as a
class to undertake an action project,
removing the small wattle forest that was
growing a few hundred metres below our

school. We ordered the ‘Hack Attack Pack’
from Share-Net (see contact details on
inside front cover) that gave advice about
how to remove invasive weeds (SM 4) and
read an information sheet on black wattle
(SM 5). The most important things | learned
about clearing invasive weeds were:

1. Itis important to break the reproductive
cycle.

2. Follow up on previously cleared areas.

3. Don't clear more than you can handle.

What | also enjoyed about our project was
working out useful ways of using the wattle
wood we had cut down. It is straight wood
and can be used for a variety of things. We
decided to use it to make fences around our
trees that we’'d planted last year at our
school, during Arbor Day. We had planted
eight trees, but they weren’t doing very well
because sometimes cows would get into the
school grounds, when the gate was left open
and eat them. Our trees would now be
protected by our wattle fences and we
hoped they would be able to become proper
trees.

Wattle fences
around our trees
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This handprint is of a 10-year-old girl, Srija, from a school
in Hyderabad, India, who was involved in a project taking
action for sustainability. Her handprint can be taken as a
symbol for positive action.

Human impact on the Earth has tripled since 1961 and our human footprint is
now 25% bigger than the planet can support. In other words we are using 25%
more natural resources and services than the planet can create and provide.
The ‘Ecological Footprint’ is one way to measure what area of land and water
the whole human population requires to produce the resources it consumes
and to absorb its wastes, and we now need 25% more area than is available
on the whole planet. This means that the planet is simply being damaged
beyond what it can repair, and this cannot continue without causing very
serious threats to all life, including our own.

Education is a key way to achieve the changes we need to live in a manner
that the planet can support. Environment and Sustainability Education (an
environmentally focussed approach to Education for Sustainable Development
— ESD) is a move away from seeing education just as a means of producing
the skills to carry on doing what we are doing. It develops the abilities needed
to address the big issues affecting the planet, and builds the capacity in
communities to make important decisions about their future. Environment and
Sustainability Education calls for action.

The Handprint is one measure of Environment and Sustainability Education
action. The idea is to decrease the human footprint and to make the world
more sustainable. The Handprint is a new approach or ‘tool’ being developed
by the Centre for Environment Education (CEE), in Ahmedabad India, with
many partners across the globe. The purpose of the Handprint is to help
measure positive action for change at different levels. We all need to decide
what we can do at the individual, community, national and global level in
order to increase our Handprint, and decrease our Footprint.

“Through our actions, we add substance and vigour t o the quest for sustainable living.”
The Ahmedabad Declaration 2007: A Call to Action, 4th International Conference for Environmental Education



