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A Tremendous Advance:
Case Studies in Environmental Issues

I am compelled to once again salute GEA-China. Since the organization first came to my
attention in 1999 when it translated and published a series of award winning American
environmental textbooks in China, GEA-China has demonstrated a remarkable ability not only to
advance the field of environmental education in China, but also to enhance the dialogue between
environmental educators in the US and China.

GEA-China’s latest effort — the publication of this textbook for teaching environmental issues in
a new and progressive way to college students studying to be elementary and secondary school
teachers - is another tremendous advance. I hope that this fruitful Sino-American cooperation on
environmental education will grow and expand.

China and the US have many things in common (not all are positive: we are the two biggest
contributors to climate change and ozone depletion). Most importantly, we share a common
future and a common home: the earth. The environment in which we all live does not recognize
political borders. The air we breathe today might have come from another continent last week.
The water we drink may have come from another country last month. The fish we eat may have
come from another ocean. It is crucial that all inhabitants of this planet realize that we are all
connected to each other, and that the actions of one people have an impact on the lives of others.
We are truly all citizens of the planet, and as such, we each have a responsibility to do our part to

care for our common home.

This textbook offers us a new way of thinking about the current relationship between human
civilization and the earth that sustains us. It is now all too easy to regard the earth as a collection
of “resources” having an intrinsic value no larger than their usefulness at the moment. However
this short term, reductionist thinking is seriously flawed.

Some say we inherit the earth from our parents and ancestors, but I agree with those who say we
borrow it from our children. Too often we are unwilling to look beyond ourselves to see the
effect of our actions on our children and grandchildren. I cannot stand the thought of leaving my
children, and now my two grandbabies, with a degraded earth and a diminished future. That is
why I have searched so intensively for ways to help solve our common environmental crisis.
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Thanks in part to the scientific revolution, we organize our knowledge of the natural world into
smaller and smaller segments and we assume that the connections between these separate
compartments are not important. In our fascination with the parts, we forget to see the whole.
This textbook helps to show how things are connected, and in so doing powerfully helps to shape
and prepare future decision-makers to act in more coherent, comprehensive ways.

When considering a problem as large as the degradation of the global environment, it is easy to
feel overwhelmed, utterly helpless to effect any change whatsoever. But we must resist that
response, because this crisis will only be resolved if individuals take some action to bring the
solutions to the fore. By educating ourselves and others, by doing our part to minimize our use
and waste of resources, by demanding change — in these ways and many others, each of us can

make a difference.

Perhaps most importantly, we each need to assess our own relationship to the natural world and
renew, at the deepest level of personal integrity, a connection to it. And that can only happen if
we renew what is authentic and true in every aspect of our lives. The key is balance — balance
between contemplation and action, individual concerns and commitment to the community, love

for the natural world and love for our wondrous civilization.
My wish is that each of you may find this balance for yourselves — and in the process, help your

own students to do the same. If we succeed in that endeavor, and I am confident that we can,

then future will be bright for the entire human community.

Al Gore
July 10, 2002
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Conserve What We Love, And Love What We Have Been Tanght

I am very proud and extremely privileged to have participated in initiating Breaking New
Ground: Case Studies in Environmental Issues, and I thank the many people involved for
their tireless efforts in creating such a highly innovative, environmental education textbook. This
textbook is a result of the efforts of Global Environmental Alliance - China, an organization that
I helped conceive with Madame Deng Nan many years ago. Its mission is to bring new thinking
about economic and social development into the mainstream of Chinese society through

environmental education.

China’s rapid development offers a unique opportunity to shape its future. Due to its size, history,
population and resource base, China’s choices will influence the future of all other countries on
Earth. The skill and foresight with which China’s people manage the reciprocal and integrated
relationships among the social, economic and ecological forces in which they live will largely
determine China’s selections as a nation, and by extension, the choices of all people on the planet.
Breaking New Ground: Case Studies in Environmental Issues was created to advance
thinking about these relationships and the choices before the Chinese people. It was developed
using a new style of teaching that is consistent with the educational reforms in China: a student-

centered, activity-oriented, interdisciplinary teaching and learning style.

This textbook is a wonderful example of what collaboration can accomplish between the Chinese
and American people. It is the result of a truly unprecedented co-operation between the foremost
Chinese and U.S. leaders in environmental education. Each brought tremendous skills and
goodwill to this project. Chinese and U.S. professors partnered on the overall design of the book.
The writing of the book is a result of collaboration between three prestigious Chinese “normal”
(i.e., teacher education) universities, as well as teamwork among experts in many disciplines
(geography, chemistry, English, and environmental sciences). The funding and production of the
book is a result of an historic joint venture between Global Communications for Conservation
and the Agenda 21 Office of the Ministry of Science and Technology, the two partners in Global
Environmental Alliance - China.

As educators, you have a remarkable opportunity before you. When you graduate and join the
ranks of esteemed teachers throughout your country, you will dramatically influence the way in



which thousands of students think about the environment over the course of your career. This
textbook will enable you to help your students remember how important it is to express
appreciation for our miraculous environment, to use only what we need, to walk lightly, leaving
as little impact on our environment as we can. As African ecologist Baba Dioum, commenting
on the endless road building for logging of the tropical Amazon rainforest, said: “In the end, we
will conserve only what we love; we will love only what we understand; and we will understand

only what we have been taught.”

LAURA UTLEY

Co-Chair, Global Environmental Alliance - China
Chairman, Global Communications for Conservation
July 9, 2002
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