FRANCISCAN ECOLOGICAL INITIATIVES
A Sampling

Francis was a hope-filled man.  He inspires us to have realistic hope based on the belief that people, motivated by God’s Spirit, will respond in sufficient numbers to begin the healing of the planet.  The greatest hope for change is not the threat of disaster but the Gospel message that there are alternatives to the blindness, greed and competitiveness that cause so many disasters.  We conclude this reflection, then, with some practical considerations to strengthen our efforts and a number of concrete examples where Franciscans are currently seeking to translate the ecological awareness of our founder into actions that address the ecological crises that we face today.  May they serve as inspiration to the entire Franciscan family and beyond!

Practical Considerations

The effort to address our environmental crises must be grounded in a practical wisdom that will convince people of the need to act now, and provide them with practical suggestions/principles for the work.  Three basic practical considerations that ought to be part of our Franciscan approach are:

Reality of Limits:  In the light of today’s environmental crises and the growing awareness of the limits of the earth, how can Francis’ love of Lady Poverty guide us?  Authentic “ecological conversion” cannot ignore the glaring inequality between north and south, or regional habitat destruction, both of which deprive parts of creation of essential living conditions and/or space.  A two-pronged response is needed:  more frugal living and the implementation of national and international legislation to protect life in all its forms.

Sustainable Societies:  As fraternal living was essential to Francis, it is probable that he would favour the idea of “a community of communities.”  Our societies need to become more decentralized—a counter-trend to today’s increasingly globalized economy.  There is need for increased focus on bio-regions: empowering local communities to assume responsibility for providing their own basic needs.  This involves making communities more self-sustaining and less reliant on goods (especially food) and services (energy) from abroad.  It may entail policies such as abolishing restrictions on trade, raising tariffs on imported goods and encouraging local agriculture.

Liturgy:  As the source and summit of all Christian life (LG 11), and as the only contact most practising Catholics have with the Church, Sunday Eucharist is a privileged moment for making Christians aware that ecological justice is a life-or-death “sign of the times.”

Concrete Examples of the Franciscan Response:


For a number of years the worldwide Franciscan Family has been searching to strengthen and make ever more concrete our commitment to ecology and environmental justice.  The following eleven examples are a sampling of what is being done.

1. Participation at the United Nations Rio + 20 Conference:  In June 2012 sixty (60) Franciscans, representing all parts of the family, were in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to attend the environmental conference Rio + 20, sponsored by the United Nations.  The delegation was organized by Romans VI (the group of JPIC directors of the Franciscan Family).  A small group, led by Franciscans International (the Franciscan NGO at the United Nations), participated in the official congress.  The larger part of our delegation participated in the People’s Summit, a parallel event that dealt with the same issues as the official congress but was open to all civil society.  Franciscan delegates attended many of the programs offered at the congress and at the summit, seeking contacts among those in attendance with values and concerns similar to ours.  During the last two days in Rio, the delegates met together to strategize about future common actions.  As a result they accepted three proposals that are currently being implemented: 

· Acknowledge the impact of our lifestyle on the environment and seek ways to make necessary changes. 

· Address the issue of mining and its impacts which are being raised by Franciscans throughout the world; collaborate with the JPIC promoters in Rome to prepare and administer a survey on the impacts of mining, followed by actions to deal with the problems uncovered. 

· Participate in the campaign “Say NO to the Green Economy”, which works to expose the tactics of companies and projects that pretend to promote a green economy. 

2. Rio +20 follow-up: For global development policies to be effective, they must take into account the specific needs and interests of marginalized and vulnerable populations in the world’s developed, developing, and least developed countries, particularly those living in poverty. While sustainable development is generally seen as responsible and just, it is a concept that gives rise to much debate and is more complex than it may at first seem. In taking a holistic look at development policies, the following questions arise: what are the concrete realities behind so-called development? Who truly reaps the benefits of development projects? And what are their real costs for the environmental and for local communities?  Without getting bogged down in specialized terms, Franciscans International has produced a booklet to help understand what is meant by sustainable development. It provides keys to decipher current debates (including the Rio +20 Conference and its follow-up) that will lead to important decisions on a global level and, eventually, practical change in local communities. See full text of new FI Booklet on Rio +20 follow-up and on key environmental issues at: http://franciscansinternational.org/fileadmin/docs/Environment/FI_20booklet_Development-Sustainable_20for_20whom_Nov_202013_final-EN.pdf .

3. Right to Water: Franciscans International is engaged in addressing the right of people to have access to water, especially for the marginalized.  The work involves various activities.  One of them is publication of a Practical Guide on the Right to Water (Full text: http://franciscansinternational.org/fileadmin/docs/Water_manual/FI_WL_The_Right_to_Water_and_Sanitation_-_a_practical__guide.pdf ). Another is a series of workshops in Nairobi and Geneva, and an Advanced Training Workshop in Vanderbijlk, South Africa, held last November 2013. The Vanderbijlpark workshop was attended by Franciscans from Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Malawi, Zimbabwe, Zambia and South Africa. The group discussed key issues including states’ accountability for the protection of the right to water, with an emphasis on the most vulnerable, such as people who live in poverty in rural and urban areas.  Representative of the Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office and JPIC of the Southern African Catholic Bishops Conference talked about their advocacy work with policy makers. The Damietta Peace Initiative shared its view on the link between peace and access to water.  FI’s Geneva team was in attendance to outline the use of relevant United Nations human rights mechanisms with a view to contributing to the realization of the right to water.  The final outcome document of the workshop is the “Vaal Water and Sanitation Declaration”, which sets forth a just approach to water issues focused on the needs of the most vulnerable. While recognizing the achievements of some African governments to guarantee this fundamental right, the declaration calls for further empowerment and involvement of local communities in the provision of their own water services, and protection from the commercialization of these services.  An appeal is made to faith communities to stand with and support those who are deprived of their rights (Full text: http://franciscansinternational.org/fileadmin/docs/Water_manual_/The_20Vaal_20Water_20and_20Sanitation_20Declaration-2.pdf ).

4.  Sunshine House of Indonesia:  This initiative, spearheaded by Br. Samuel Onton Sidin, OFM Cap (winner of the Kalpataru Award, the top environmental prize in Indonesia), is promoting high-profile reforestation and conservation programs, especially in the Kabu Raya District.  Tall trees have been planted and “go green” activities have been introduced to the area.  Sunshine Home, a prayer center for local Catholics, has been opened and is promoting initiatives to protect the environment while offering Christian worship and Franciscan spirituality.  One reforested area was a 90-hectare area of Mt. Tunggal in the Benuah Mountains in the year 2000.  This area had been devastated by a large brush fire of suspicious origins.  Rare indigenous trees on the verge of extinction were planted and a feeding area for birds created.

5.  Franciscan Earth Corps (USA):  Launched in September 2013 by Franciscan Action Network (FAN), this initiative is a network of young adults (aged 18-35) who are engaged in projects to care for God’s creation and to work for justice.  The program integrates action with contemplation.  It provides spiritual formation in the Franciscan tradition (emphasizing social and ecological justice, Franciscan spirituality, community and simple living) while initiating local sustainable-living projects, along with grass-roots organizing for climate change.  This new program is being adapted for use in parishes, colleges and religious orders.

6.  Third Continental Meeting of JPIC of the Americas, Quito, Ecuador, November 2011:  Seventy-nine Franciscans (friars, sisters and Seculars) met to explore the theme of “Environmental Justice and the Challenges of Amazonia.”  Experiences of insertion in Amazonia were shared along with scientific and theological conferences.  The assembly agreed upon five central priorities intended to respond to the challenges of Amazonia:

· incarnation through insertion leading to personal and fraternal conversion 

· prophetic spirituality that is liberating and fosters environmental justice 

· presence and fraternal witness in mission 

· collaboration and networking 

· formation 

From these priorities flowed specific recommendations for the Amazonia mission.

7.  YouFra of Bosnia has organized “A Day for Ecology,” an annual one-day program to educate young Franciscans about the importance of keeping our environment clean.  Saint Francis is highlighted as one who admired and cared about everything created.  Each year this activity takes place in a different city of the region, and YouFra members clean that city and plant new trees.  In Croatia, Franciscans had a big influence on the decision made by the Adria Society not to build a pipeline through Croatia. They had wanted to do so, but OFS and YouFra, together with the organization “Green Ones,” succeeded in stopping this planned action.

8.  Since 2010 the regional Secular Franciscan Fraternity in Boma, Democratic Republic of the Congo, has supported a project that promotes both care for creation and the fight against poverty.  The project is an initiative of Jean Bosco Noel Nkodia OFM and a team of biologists from the Network of African Women for Sustainable Development (REFADD).  It works to protect the Mangrove Marine Park located on the Atlantic coast of the DRC, at the estuary of the Congo River.  It also works to protect the manatees from indiscriminate hunting by the local population.  These goals are achieved by the creation of a series of ponds that provide sufficient fish and wood, thus eliminating the need to cut down the mangroves or to kill the manatees.

9. The parish of St. Theresa Church in Arakonam is located in south India near Chennai. The town has a total population of 200,000, of which only 10,000 are Christians.  We have been cooperating with secular groups and it has been a rewarding experience. In this age of global warming and climate change our parish members joined together to care for the earth by employing some innovative models to respond to the ecological crisis. We have developed six models and christened them “Domestic Spirituality Models”.  They are easily practised by members of the faith community as well as those of the secular community. The models we have developed in our parish are: eating locally, shopping locally, marrying locally, praying locally, staying locally and eating vegetarian. The models are already employed with faithfulness and responsibility by our members and the community is reaping the rewards.  This success story shows what a faith community can do when it merges with the secular community to create a better future for our children’s grandchildren.

10. Franciscans International advocates at the UN in partnership with Franciscans around the world to address cases of environmental injustice or to improve national policies for protecting people and the planet. FI has also been very active in the follow-up process to Rio+20 currently taking place at the United Nations. One of the most important Rio+20 outcomes was that all 193 countries agreed to launch an inter-governmental process to design a new set of global “Sustainable Development Goals.” The SDGs—still being debated—are expected to be adopted in 2015 and will shape environmental, economic, and social policies for years to come. Through its joint ministry at the UN, the global Franciscan family has an important voice before decision-makers to urge care for Creation, promotion of the common good, and solidarity with communities that most affected by unjust policies and environmental abuses. FI engages government representatives and UN agencies and regularly speaks before the Human Rights Council in Geneva and the General Assembly SDG process in New York. All Franciscans can join FI’s efforts and call on their representatives to play their part in designing a global agenda based on Franciscan values: one that respects the dignity of every person, and that promotes the equitable sharing of resources, and that protects and sustains the environment.

11. The National OFS Fraternity of Uruguay has partnered with Franciscans International and other national organizations to advocate for sister water following a crisis in Montevideo in March 2013 where residents were shocked to see their tap water coming out cloudy brown with a pungent odor and taste. Contamination of the Santa Lucía River basin, the main water source for 50% of Uruguayans, caused this crisis. The incident revealed systemic problems in the government’s management of fresh water resources and potable water services. The OFS National Fraternity partnered with FI to study the problem and draft recommendations for policymakers to better protect freshwater resources and to prioritize water uses for human health over industrial uses. The Franciscans brought together a diverse group of civil society organizations for these ongoing efforts. In June, the Franciscan coalition submitted a detailed report to the UN. They have brought these recommendations to foreign diplomats in Montevideo and through FI were able to send a representative of the fraternity to Geneva to advocate for these recommendations in the run-up of Uruguay’s upcoming review on its human-rights record.
Third Excerpt from 35th Anniversary Reflection, celebrating the Papal Declaration of Francis as Patron of Ecology, in the Franciscans for Ecology website (www.francis35.org).
