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EVOLVING ENVIRONMENTAL PERCEPTIONS 

AND CHANGING ATTITUDES 

The Beginning 

From the very beginning of evolution, homosapiens have been 

acutely aware of and concerned with the environment. They had to be aware 

of how plants, animals and the forces of nature behave and interact, since 

their very immediate survival depended upon this knowledge. Being so 

intimately dependent upon nature and existing so closely with it, 

homosapiens had to live in harmony with nature in order to survive and 

derive comfort. 

However, evolving from basic survival at the minimum and threshold 

level to include some comfort and security, homosapiens had to acquire the 

ability and knowledge to modify environmental conditions. Hence, the 

discovery of fire gave lighting which enabled the homosapiens to see better 

in the dark and did not have to depend upon the cyclical full moon; 

generated independent source of energy for cooking food; provided as much 

warmth as required all throughout the day and night. As homosapiens began 

to be able to organize themselves better — socially, culturally and 

economically, civilization as the term is understood presently began to 

take root and started to expand. Existence as a hunter-gather soon gave 

way to other forms of livelihood; particularly with the discovery and 

advent of agriculture, which is perhaps the epitomy of how human beings 

modify nature for a single purpose. 

With increases in population and the growth in urbanization, human 

beings started to loose touch with nature and very soon became divorced 

from it. As there was very little if any direct contact with nature, a 

less caring attitude soon evolved. Furthermore, the need to modify the 

environment for basic survival and comfort gave way to the arrogant wish 

to conquer and master nature rather than coexist and live in harmony with 

it. 

As long as the scale and speed of modification of nature was 

limited, the regenerative capacity of nature was sufficient to ameliorate 
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the adverse changes and restore equilibrium. However, with growth in 

population, the demand on natural resources and the environment also 

increased significantly, and some of the adverse effects began to manifest. 

The Re-Awakening 

The general public awareness of and concern for environmental 

quality is not new. On discovery and use of the fire, the first cave 

people would have immediately noticed the sudden change in air quality 

in the caves. 

Since milleniums ago, the Greeks, Egyptians and Chinese 

complained about air pollution. 

However, it was not until about the early 1960's that public 

concern was aroused on the degradation of environmental quality. Smoking 

chimneys which were sprouting up to keep up with the hectic economic 

growth that was taking place in the industrialized countries, were 

emiting all types of pollutants into the atmosphere. Effluents from 

factories similarly discharged raw and untreated effluents into the 

nearest receiving river or lake, turning the body of water into different 

hues of colour as well as forming foam. Hazardous wastes were dumped into 

the most convenient land-fill site with very little knowledge of and concern 

for the potential poisoning of the soil and serious contamination of ground 

water supplies. 

A growing segment of the population began to question whether 

the development activities that were taking place provided unmixed 

blessings and whether material progress will also bring a better quality 

of life together with increased standards of living. The looming shadow 

of progress was casting doubts and uncertainties. 
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A confluence of events and factors probably helped hightened 

this concern. These included: 

The massive oil spills caused by the Torrey Canyon off the 

coast of England as well as the spill off the coast of 

Santa Barbara in California. Often futile attempts, such 

as napalm bombing to set fire to the slick, use of 

dispersants that were more toxic than the spilled oil, 

aroused concern. 

— The 1950's and 1960's witnessed tremendous economic growth 

world wide, spawning the "affluent society". Phrases such 

as "you never had it so good" were commonly and regularly 

used to describe the state of progress and development 

enjoyed by countries and their people. The profligate 

consumption of resources to sustain the forms of development 

and life styles, soon promoted the "consumer society". 

However, large quantities of wastes, which polluted the 

air, water and soil were also generated at the same time. 

In times of affluence, people take more leisure time 

and they also begin to query the necessity of wasteful life 

styles and the consequences of depletion of non-renewable 

resources. However, these concern did not cause alarm and 

radical rethinking until the oil price increase shocks which 

started from 1973. 

The increasing numbers of televisions, particularly colour 

televisions and the advent of the transistor radio, greatly 

facilitated the communication of events such as oil spills, 

traffic jams, industrial accidents, dramatically, vividly 

and directly into the homes of people. Furthermore, with 
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improvements in telecommunication systems any remote 

incidents can be and were transmitted to any other parts 

of the world speedily and rapidly. 

Public awareness and concern were also catalyzed by the vivid 

expression of environmental problems in the books of Rachel 

Carson (The Silent Spring) ; Barbara Ward and Rene Dubos 

(Only One Earth: the Care and Maintenance of a Small Planet); 

Barry Commoner (The Closing Circle); and Garret Hardin 

(The Tragedy of the Commons). 

The Milestone 

The U.N. Conference on the Human Environment held in Stockholm 

in 1972, was a very important milestone in the short history of 

environmental reawakening. When the Conference was held, there was a 

ground swell of public awareness, interest and concern to support the 

political expressions made by the many heads of states and governments 

who attended it. 

One direct result was that, while before the Conference, only 

about 11 countries had institutional mechanisms for managing the 

environment, a decade later in 1982, there were over 120 countries — 

a more than 10 fold increase in 10 years! Many other indicators such 

as the column inches of newspaper articles devoted to environmental 

matters, the number of scientific/technical journals specializing on 

environmental subjects, the number of non-governmental organizations 

promoting the cause of the environment, all increased significantly 

after the Conference. 
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While during the 1950's and 1960's the major concern and 

attention of the public, politicians, decision makers and industrialists, 

were primarily centered on pollution, particularly pollution from 

factories and automobiles, the Stockholm Conference catalyzed thinking 

and helped initiate the change in attitudes. From a one-dimensional 

attention on pollution problems, the Conference advanced the concept of 

the totality of the human environment, drawing out the inter-relatedness 

of not only the different components of the physical/natural environment, 

but also their synergistic interrelations with the social and economic 

aspects of the human environment. 

The 26 principles and 109 recommendations declared at the 

Conference clearly provide this comprehensive and holistic framework 

for the environment. 

Evolving Perceptions 

Hence the environment, cannot and should not be considered as 

a sector. Every human activity affects the environment and in turn the 

quality of the environment can affect the result of human activities. 

For example, water pollution can decrease fish catch; air pollution 

can decrease and retard agriculture development; as well as the obvious 

effects on human health and well being. These cause and effects in 

turn have social, economic and political impacts. 

From a one-dimensional perception environmental issues are now 

recognized to be three-dimensional in nature — technical, socio/economic 

and political, requiring an integrated three dimensional resolution. 

As the recognition of these holistic interrelationships increase, 

the complexity of the problems and the solutions required also become 
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more complex. Although, some of these problems are relatively easy to 

understand and define, many of them are difficult to comprehend, not 

obvious, have impacts which are subtle, secondary or even tertiary; 

and have moral and political connotations. Hence for example, the 

concepts of maintaining and managing:-

watersheds, which are now recognized and accepted as an 

ecosystem where plants, animals and people interact, 

forming a basic unit of planning for economic development. 

biosphere reserves, areas with important and unique reserves 

of genetic flora and fauna resources which should be managed 

and conserved not only for biological diversity, but also 

to support human development needs in agriculture, 

horticulture, marine, pharmaceutical production. 

essential ecological processes, that are governed, supported 

or strongly moderated by ecosystems and are essential for 

food production, health and other aspects of human survival 

and sustainable development. 

— life-support systems, such as agricultural systems, forests, 

coastal and freshwater systems, that are vital for all 

societies, regardless of their stage of development, 

are beginning to be scientifically understood. However, the practical 

interpretation and translation of these concepts into implementable 

actions are just being tried and as expected found to be very 

difficult. 
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Similarly, the problems become ever more complex when these 

concern the global commons, for example: 

— carbon dioxide build up and the greenhouse affect. 

ozone layer depletion and the impacts on human health and 

agricultural systems. 

Likewise, the conflicting issues arising from shared natural 

resources, such as rivers and lakes, and have transboundary effects, 

such as acid rain, are difficult to resolve. 

There is now general awareness at the decision and policy making 

levels as well as increasingly the general public, of these important 

and complex issues. The mass media and the active work of the 

non-governmental organizations have continuously kept these issues 

alive. 

Communication and Resolution 

What are the viable solutions to these complex issues for the: 

— decision makers who have to weigh it against many competing 

priorities, 

— politicians, whose general time frame coincides with the 

election cycle, 

— industrialists, who has to account for return on investments 

and profits, 

general public and the role the individual can play. 

It is clear that each group of actors can and would like to do 

something, but what? 
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Experience, knowledge and information of environmental and 

natural resource management have increased significantly during the 

past two decades and continues to do so. The ability to translate 

these into implementable actions is lacking and the gap is widening. 

There is a big chasm between the cup and the lip. 

Communication, effective communication can help bridge the gap. 

What should be the strategy framework for effective communication 

to catalyze action? 

* * Should the message focus on: 

— single issues, such as on abating and controlling air 

pollution? Better still specifically on "smoke" which 

can be seen, felt and smelled? <DT_ 

— conserving a specific endangered species and their habitat, 

so that in the process a watershed area can also be conserved. 

* * What should be the target group? 

— decision makers 

— opinion leaders 

— industrialists 

— students 

— farmers 

— general public. And who is the general public? How can they 

be fully motivated to participate in environmental and 

natural resource conservation strategies and actions. 
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* * Should the appeal be on: 

moral/social/ethical 

political 

— economic 

grounds to elicit positive response? 

* * What should be the mode for communication? 

— printed matter 

— radio 

— television 

— traditional media such as puppet shows, folk songs and dances, 

village plays, to get optimal results within the prevailing conditions 

and context. 

Conclusions 

It is obvious that there is a significant need for "environmentalists" 

and "communicators" to get together more often, so that on the one hand 

people can be informed and persuaded on how and what immediate actions to 

take to protect the environment and conserve natural resources. 

At the same time there is a need to change attitude from consuming 

to conserving life styles. And that the prudent and careful use of 

natural resources and enhancement of the environment does not mean retarding 

development nor decreasing living standards. 

Communication plays a critical role in changing attitudes and 

evolving an environmental ethic in all groups of society. 
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An old Kashmiri Proverb says, "We have only borrowed this World 

from our children. One day we will have to return it to them intact". 

We will be able to do so, in as good a condition we have borrowed 

it, if and when we subscribe to and practice an environmental ethic. 
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