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‘Participating in Public Policy’

1. Introduction

As the world seems to be coming out of the 
woods with the COVID-19 pandemic, a number 
of familiar challenges are slowly beginning to 
re-gain traction on the global scene. The advent 
of 2022 was marked by the unfolding of some 
important conferences, including the UN Biodi-
versity Conference; the Desertification Confer-
ence; and the Stockholm +50 Conference. And 
then there is the Climate Change Conference 
(COP 27) which will take place in November in 
Egypt.1 These conferences are meant to provide 
a platform for various stakeholders to engage 
with policy-makers across the globe on environ-
mental and climate change issues. They offer a 
space where governments, civil society, busi-
ness, academia and policy representatives come 
together to find areas of common priorities that 
they can collectively work on in tackling these 
environmental challenges. 

2. The Various Stakeholders 

Despite progress in bringing in more voices to 
the discussions on environmental and climate 
change responses, more still needs to be done to 
ensure inclusion and equality in decision-mak-
ing and implementation of programmes. Over 
the years, these discussion platforms have striv-
en to bring to the table some long-overlooked 
stakeholders across the globe, such as youth and 
women – recognizing the heightened and dispro-

portionate impact of climate change on young 
people and women, who are among the most 
vulnerable groups in society. However, a chal-
lenge remains: this group of voices is yet to be 
allowed meaningful participation in the design-
ing and implementation of environmental and 
disaster reduction programmes, or to influence 
actual change and decision-making both at local 
and global levels. Moreover, there are other vul-
nerable groups, such as people with disabilities 
and elderly people, who have not been included 
in these discussions, even though they, too, are 
extremely vulnerable. 

Interestingly, these challenges have been high-
lighted by women, themselves the most recently 
recognized stakeholders in some of these plat-
forms. This speaks to the fact that each stake-
holder has an important role to play in bringing 
to the table the missing links and areas that need 
to be taken into consideration. Discussion plat-
forms must be equally accessible to the various 
groups of representation in society through the 
provision of mechanisms which enable such par-
ticipation. 

3. The Role of Faith 

The presence of faith actors creates an opportu-
nity to bring to the table a much more compre-
hensive approach to public policy deliberations, 
for it is estimated that about 85% of the world’s 
population is religious.2 In addition, faith leaders 
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have the ability to reach and inspire a wide body 
of people; their combined perspective covers a 
wide range of views and concerns. Moreover, the 
kind of influence that faith leaders exert inspires 
people of faith to make significant efforts in their 
work for justice, including environmental jus-
tice. Thus, the general disregard for voices of 
faith in international conversations has the 
potential to exclude significant views and much 
needed perspectives in policy development and 
implementation. The faith platform remains one 
of the most underutilised avenues for meaning-
ful public engagement that could take robust 
conversations to the place where it matters the 
most – to ordinary people in communities.

3.1. The Catholic Church 

The Roman Catholic Church is uniquely posi-
tioned to influence international deliberations 
on a wide range of issues including environment 
and development. It has a long history as the 
first religious organization to be accredited as a 
participant at conferences of the United Nations 
as the Holy See,3 with permanent observer sta-
tus. This has enabled the Church to contribute to 
the most high profile conversations at various 
platforms over the years, while creating prece-
dent for other religions to claim space in these 
significant discussions. This has allowed the 
Church to accumulate much experience in public 
engagements and to bring some of the most con-
troversial, yet necessary, conversations to the 
attention of the public. It has also provided a 
radical shift in perspective in the area of devel-
opment and the environment by drawing the 
interlinkages between the Earth’s welfare and 
the spiritual well-being of all living creatures. 
Believers have been encouraged to move from 
thinking that asserts human beings as dominant 
over natural resources and the planet, to a space 
where they can see themselves as stewards of 
the Earth and its resources. This is a perspective 
that Pope Francis continues to promote in his 
contribution to deliberations on the concept of 
sustainable development. 

The encyclical Laudato Si: on Care for our Com-
mon Home, lays out for all people the ethical and 
moral implications of climate change and 
eco-justice. In this letter, Pope Francis emphasis-
es the importance of what he refers to as “inte-
gral ecology”4 – the concept of an integrated and 
holistic approach to political, social, economic, 
and environmental problems. It is through the 
popularization of works such as this that people 

of faith are inspired to change their perspective 
on the environment around them, and to advo-
cate in political platforms for public policies that 
take this new approach into consideration. This 
encyclical also inspired the establishment of ini-
tiatives such as the ‘Laudato Si Movement’,5 a 
vibrant structure of the Church that seeks to put 
into action the commitments of the document by 
harnessing efforts of those working to achieve 
climate and ecological justice across the globe. 

The Pope’s conviction, demonstrated through 
this encyclical, is that a new definition of prog-
ress must emerge, one that is not based solely on 
Gross Domestic Product growth, or on narrow 
scientific findings that rarely translate into pro-
poor strategies. Rather, what is needed is prog-
ress that helps people figure out how to relate to 
nature in a way that is mutually beneficial for 
both humans and the planet. The work of this 
encyclical continues to inspire people of various 
faith denominations, as well as non-faith actors 
to come up with new ways of seeking and imple-
menting justice in various areas of human devel-
opment, including the eradication of poverty, 
hunger, conflict and the displacement of people; 
and the mitigation of climate change and envi-
ronmental degradation. 

3.2. Other significant voices of faith  

The Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, 
Bartholomew, is one of the most prominent 
advocates of environment preservation among 
the Orthodox leadership. His efforts to promote 
environmental awareness across the globe began 
prior to 1991, the year in which he assumed his 
responsibility as a Patriarch. Upon assuming this 
role, he used the platform strategically to cham-
pion environmental advocacy, and commis-
sioned work that earned him the title of ‘Green 
Patriarch’, an attribute that continues to reflect 
in his commitment to highlight the spiritual and 
ethical dimensions of the ecological crisis facing 
humanity today. Much of his work is done 
through seminars and symposia which focus on 
the seas and water – for example, organizing ini-
tiatives such as an ecological symposium which 
took place in Athens in 2018, entitled ‘Toward a 
Greener Attica – preserving the planet and pro-
tecting its people’. During this event, which 
brought together theologians, scientists, activ-
ists and political leaders from all over the world,6 
the Patriarch shared his message of interfaith 
tolerance and coexistence – the basis from which 
the Orthodox Church conducts its collaboration 
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work with other religions and organizations to 
advance environmental protection and justice.

The Anglican Church is an active participant in 
the United Nations Environment Programme’s 
Faith for Earth initiative, a platform that pres-
ents an opportunity for faith leaders to work in 
collaboration with UN policy-makers. This is in 
addition to their accreditation status as an 
observer organization to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change. Their commit-
ment to environmental and climate justice led to 
the establishment of the Anglican Communion 
Office at the UN, through which they engage var-
ious UN agencies and opportunities.7 

Many people of faith continue to find their voices 
in international deliberation platforms, and are 
working to elevate the voice of the many who 
have no access to such platforms. Faith communi-
ties all over the world are joining efforts to 
increase awareness in issues of ecology and to 
help identify the roles they can play as stewards 
of the Earth and advocates of human dignity. 
Under the umbrella of the Southern African Faith 
Communities’ Environment Institute (SAFCEI), a 
wide range of Christian denominations, African 
traditional healers, Buddhist, Baha’i, Quaker, Mus-
lim, Jewish and Hindu communities organize and 
give people of faith a much stronger voice. SAFCEI 
creates a space for the various leaders of these 
communities to increase awareness and to inspire 
collaborative action on eco-justice, sustainable 
living and climate change.8  

The World Council of Churches (WCC) also works 
as a platform through which people of Christian 
faith have come together to join efforts to deal with 
the issues facing humanity. It has a long tradition of 
addressing the links between justice, peace and 
integrity of creation through initiatives such as the 
Ecumenical Water Network, the Climate Justice 
project, and the Poverty, Wealth and Ecology Proj-
ect. The work of the WCC mostly focuses on 
increasing understanding on the balance between 
economic justice and care for creation.9

The Lutheran World Federation helps to bring 
local voices to the attention of the UN policy 
makers, and facilitates advocacy on behalf of 
grassroots communities. Their advocacy work 
for justice, peace and reconciliation is informed 
by their faith, and follows an approach that sees 
creation as a gift that has to be taken care of. 
Accordingly, justice requires the protection of 
the most vulnerable from the impacts of climate 

change; holding governments accountable for 
their climate commitments; addressing inter-
generational justice; and building interfaith col-
laboration.10 

Islam actively challenges issues of corruption 
and greed by the wealthy and those in positions 
of power, believing that the devastating state of 
the ecological system and climate change is 
caused by human interference, motivated by 
relentless pursuit of economic growth and 
over-consumption. Their work is demonstrated 
through a wide range of research, demonstra-
tions and public deliberations focusing on water, 
environmental justice and dignity, the rights of 
the environment, Islamic legislation and ethics 
governing people’s responsibility for ecological 
health and food security, amongst other goals.11   

Hinduism offers a wealth of perceptions in rela-
tion to human and ecological interactions. It is a 
religion that embraces the essence of life in its 
wholeness, in that Hindus believe that their exis-
tence originates from other species, the plants 
and animals that surround them as sources of 
life. This perception of integral unity means that 
they do not separate their religion from their 
daily life – what they believe is made evident in 
how they ultimately carry out activities that 
make life functional on a daily basis.12

With a comprehensive psychological framework, 
the Buddhist faith offers a deep perspective 
through which to understand nature and the 
world. This is demonstrated through an array of 
psycho-therapeutic techniques, developed over 
2 500 years, which elaborates their connection 
with, and faith in, nature rather than what they 
see as overly scientific and exploitative ways of 
healing and attaining happiness. The Buddhist 
emphasises practice above beliefs, and that how 
people understand the Earth is more a way of 
life. They are of the perspective that nature is not 
separate from human life, and that it is neither 
sacred nor perfect, neither good nor evil, and not 
something to be conquered. Life is interrelated 
and interdependent, with no distinct categoriza-
tion between sentient and non-sentient beings.13

4. What is Eco-Justice and Why is it Important?

Eco-justice focuses on the principle of equitabil-
ity with respect to ecological sustainability and 
protecting the environment. It takes into consid-
eration social and economic issues when dealing 
with access to and use of natural resources, as 
well as in the distribution of environmental risks 
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between the wealthy and the poor. Put in simple 
terms: eco-justice is equitable exposure to envi-
ronmental good and harm.14 

Eco-justice is important in that it mandates the 
right to ethical, balanced and responsible use of 
natural resources to ensure a sustainable planet, 
not only for human beings but for other living 
things as well. The key point here is that it is not 
only in the interest of benefiting the human race 
that the Earth should be taken care of; non-hu-
man beings such as animals also have entitle-
ments, to adequate habitat for instance. More-
over, eco-justice demands that public policy 
reflect mutual respect for all people and that 
there is no form of discrimination based on gen-
der, age or race when distributing environmental 
gains or harms. There must also be a recognition 
of the ecological unity and the interdependence 
of all species. These are some of the key princi-
ples embraced by faith actors in their approach-
es to provide holistic solutions to challenges of 

ecological degradation and all the other environ-
mental problems facing the Earth and its inhabi-
tants.

5. Conclusion

Religion and faith influence behaviour in general, 
including environmentally relevant behaviours, 
because they mark people’s identity and guide 
how they interact with other people, as well as 
with other living beings. They influence people’s 
ability to change perspective and their willing-
ness to take action. These are some of the crucial 
aspects in human behaviour needed to abate 
environmental degradation and to improve the 
way we use natural resources. Faith determines 
how people view their immediate surroundings 
and their role in protecting what is precious to 
them. For all these reasons, therefore, it is import-
ant to consider the dimensions of religion and 
faith when tackling issues of environmental pro-
tection and sustainability.
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