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Environmental action is often perceived to involve complicated scientific issues or to be the preserve of the well-educated or white middle classes. In reality, this is not the case and all too often people are simply not given opportunities to become involved in conservation work. Over the last six years, BTCV’s Environments for All programme has exploded the myth that people from minority ethnic groups, faith-based and marginalised groups are not interested in taking practical environmental action. EfA encourages and supports people from all backgrounds, regardless of race, gender and social circumstances to get involved in action to improve their local environment.

Judy Ling Wong OBE, Director of the Black Environment Network sums up the initiative: "Environments for All is the single most important development in the environmental sector in relation to social exclusion." The results of the programme have been outstanding. Projects across the UK have worked with wonderfully diverse communities, including traveller groups in Northern Ireland, refugees and asylum seekers in Scotland, Asian and African-Caribbean groups in the West Midlands and disadvantaged council estates in Wales. The impact of this innovative approach has been felt in over 1,176 community groups, with over 38,000 people directly benefiting from the work.

Bringing communities together

In this work, contact with the natural world is a key tool for bringing communities together and helps to instil a sense of belonging and pride of place. The EfA project on the Blaen y Maes estate in Swansea focuses on working with young people who have taken responsibility for an area they now manage. Vandalism, disorder and crime dominated the estate but by working together, residents have made the communal areas more welcoming, attractive and safe. JR Groundforce blitzed the estate of rubbish, and created four community gardens. Given the chance to shine and an opportunity to have a say, those who once committed anti-social behaviour now proactively work against it.

At the heart of the community

Community consultation is at the heart of EfA and listening to people to find out what they want for their community is vital to build long-term support and ensure community groups are equipped to eventually run the projects themselves. Mundev Rai, EfA Project Manager in the West Midlands highlights the need to find something culturally relevant to engage people’s interest: "I don’t come from 

an environmental background, but I do understand about community and I use different methods of engagement to suit each group. For example, we are creating a Punjabi pind (village) in Birmingham. There’s a communal area and fruit trees, and we grow herbs and organic vegetables to tap into the community’s cultural ties to farming." 

Multi-community focus

EfA has blossomed in Glasgow. It began by using volunteering as a means to reduce social exclusion with asylum seekers and refugees. Jenny Biggart, BTCV Community Development Officer, explains: "One of our main aims is to encourage more integration between different communities, to prevent people from becoming isolated. Members can learn English in an informal setting and share insights into other cultures. Now all our projects involve lots of different community groups and we never target one specific community. A crucial lesson has been that focusing on a single community only erects more barriers to integration."

The Positive Images Project in Glasgow engages young people from diverse ethnic backgrounds by using multimedia in a faith-based and environment project by getting the young people to film and produce a DVD to express what the environment means to them. The project draws in people from different communities including Jewish,  


Muslim, Sikh, Hindu and Buddhist working on practical environmental projects reflecting their common beliefs. As well as giving children a break from the city environment, the project encourages the children to develop a positive attitude to the earth and a new confidence in themselves. 

Life-long learning

EfA has also shown that one of the broader benefits of environmental work lies in what it offers for education and life-long learning – the outdoor classroom provides a myriad of opportunities for learning, especially for those who do not respond well to formal education. For example, many of the pupils at St Gabriel’s College in the Ardoyne area of Belfast have witnessed petrol-bombing and rioting. However, the weekly After School Conservation Club attracts as many as 25 children who get stuck in to planting trees and shrubs. A teacher explains: “Essentially this is about children for once in their lives being told they’re good at something and is an important catalyst to self-development.”

To find out more: www.btcv.org/efa
Environments for All: The BTCV Guide for Community Action is a practical guide for communities and will help anyone who wants to get involved in environmental conservation. Copies are available on BTCV’s online shop www.btcv.org.uk/shop
Environments for All – expanding the boundaries of conservation





People from ethnic minorities, faith-based and marginalised groups aren't interested in environmental action. Not true, says Emily Cluer of BTCV.
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