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Summary report for the Congress 

Julia Willison 

Botanic Gardens Conservation International, (BGCI), UK 

Theme: Achieving the GSPC and MDGs through education 

Botanic gardens are perfectly placed to lead the way in the critical fields of communicating, educating and 

raising public awareness of plant diversity and plant conservation.  They are the ideal instrument to translate 

global conservation messages into locally relevant stories and solutions. 

The contribution that botanic gardens have made towards the achievement of Target 14 of the GSPC is 

considerable; this was acknowledged in the in-depth review of the GSPC, where significant progress towards 

this Target 14was noted. 

The Congress showed that the education programmes of botanic gardens are also contributing towards other 

targets of the GSPC.  These included Target 1 on the completion of a global checklist of plant names, Target 

10 on the control of alien invasive species, Target 13 on the sustainable use of medicinal plants, Target 15 on 

capacity building and Target 16 on networking and skill-sharing. 

It was felt that the theme of education should be embedded within all post-2010 Targets, and that, ideally, all 

botanic garden departments should have regard education as part of their work – making everyone in the 

botanic garden an advocate for plants.  Just as we need to be more holistic in our messages, perhaps we need 

to be more holistic in our working practices.  This includes considering our colleagues within the botanic 

garden as a new audience for education. 

There was little mention of the MDGs, particularly in areas such as poverty alleviation and empowering 

women.  Nevertheless, the MDGs address some of the world‘s most pressing concerns and it is important 

that botanic garden education programmes are linked to these. Do we need to think further about how 

botanic gardens can demonstrate the links between plant conservation and poverty alleviation?  We need to 

make clear the challenges presented by the MDGs from an education perspective. 

It was felt that, although high-level targets provide useful frameworks for action, it is essential that words are 

not a substitute for practical action. 

Knowledge Café on the GSPC (key points raised) 

 Most of the GSPC targets are related to the management of conservation: although educators are not 

responsible for management, they are essential for raising awareness and knowledge of each of the 

GSPC targets. 

 The role of educators in botanic gardens is to link science with public programmes and 

communications. 

 There can be barriers or gaps in communication within gardens between science and education.  It is 

the role of both sides to understand the issues and priorities facing each other in order to collaborate 

and communicate plant conservation issues effectively.   

 Taxonomy and associated conservation assessments are often complicated and not easily 

understandable to a broad global audience with apparently weak international collaboration and 

communication.   
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 Networking and building relationships is vital to enable communication within and between botanic 

gardens to work towards commonalities, especially for smaller gardens with limited resources. 

 It is important to engage the public in innovative ways. There is a need to de-jargonise the targets 

 There is a sense of immediacy: instead of waiting for targets to be realigned, educators must act on 

the issues using appropriate language and innovative ways of engaging with their communities. 

 There needs to be a considerable cross-over with communication, public awareness and marketing. 

But botanic gardens are often not as adept as communicating with the general public as they are with 

schools and teachers. 

 It is important to look ‗outside the garden walls‘ and think beyond what one‘s own institution is 

doing, to successfully communicate important issues. 

 Target 14 is a cross-cutting target and should not be seen as stand-alone it should be embedded 

within all targets.  

 Conservation, biodiversity, financial and education strategies should be integrated within botanic 

gardens 

 Education and awareness should be embedded within all botanic garden departments to ensure 

collaboration.  For example ‗the advocacy of plants‘ could be built into the job description of every 

botanic garden staff member.  

 The GSPC should fit in with other frameworks, e.g. Millennium Development Goals, and not be 

seen as separate or peripheral. 

Theme: The Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 

The UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–14) offers an opportunity to rethink the 

manner in which we approach global challenges, especially at a time when the economic, social, 

environmental and cultural realms of global society are faced with daunting challenges. Today more than 

ever before, the need for a holistic approach to learning and teaching becomes both vital and urgent. Botanic 

gardens provide a unique interface between the natural and social sciences.  Therefore their potential to make 

a meaningful contribution to the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development is significant and it is 

vital that botanic gardens work together to achieve the same goals. The presentations within this theme at the 

Congress demonstrated the breadth and depth of education work that is being carried out in botanic gardens 

to address environmental and development issues.  Talks and discussion at the Congress made it clear that, in 

order to contribute to the paradigm shift needed in thinking, learning and teaching for a sustainable world, 

that fundamental issues related to biodiversity loss need to be moved to the centre stage in botanic garden 

education. 

Through presentations and workshops, we saw the imaginative and unique ways in which botanic garden 

education across the globe is connecting people to plants, whether through highlighting flagship species such 

as orchids, overcoming ‗plant blindness‘, or by confronting controversial issues in bold exhibitions and 

campaigns. Botanic gardens are creatively addressing specific audiences through methods such as 

 intergenerational learning between grandparents and grandchildren 

 engaging children through children‘s gardens and story-telling 

 reaching out beyond the garden walls with community greening focusing on the importance of 

horticulture 
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 using technology to enhance plant-experiences. 

To educate for sustainable development in botanic gardens, programmes must achieve a dynamic dialogue 

that is constantly evolving as we confront the growing challenges facing society and the planet.   

Theme: Ways of learning towards environmental justice 

The Congress emphasised the challenges that face botanic gardens in questioning the inequities that result in 

environmental degradation.  Although there was only one session on ‗Ways of learning towards 

environmental justice‘, cross-cutting issues recurred throughout the Congress that highlighted how education 

programmes in botanic gardens are finding solutions to link both social and environmental concerns.  By 

engaging communities, schools and companies, botanic gardens are encouraging changes in behaviour and 

challenging prejudice.  Education programmes are channelling the energies of diverse communities to 

increase their awareness of the value of the environment and connecting people with nature.  By helping 

communities to grow food themselves, botanic gardens are encouraging them to think about issues related to 

food security and the impact of fair trade on livelihoods. 

Botanic gardens can be key agents of change and, as this Congress has shown, this potential can be 

strengthened by sharing knowledge and experience. In her keynote speech, Stella Simiyu described the need 

for botanic gardens to address the challenges of the 21st century within the context of our own botanic 

gardens and by collaborating: to address the dual challenges of biodiversity loss and climate change within 

the bigger picture of poverty, food security and plant usage. 

Theme: Climate change and environmental action 

Fundamental to the delivery of a positive response to climate change are effective education and public 

awareness initiatives, particularly ones that address adults, given the time frame for preventing dangerous 

climate change. 

Children in some countries are very well informed about climate change, but educating adults and policy-

makers is a more challenging but critically important task. Currently active policy-makers can change the 

course of climate-change. The question for botanic gardens is how to engage with them. 

Since it is hard to imagine a more important imperative than maintaining those ecosystem services that are 

underpinned by biodiversity and threatened by climate change, conservation should be embedded within 

every education message 

There is a need for urgent, substantiated, targeted and positive messages that will enable individuals to take 

meaningful action. 

‘The Age of Stupid’ 

The Congress viewed the film ‗The Age of Stupid‘ (director Franny Armstrong) which looks back from the 

year 2055 to see how human actions in 2009 were affecting climate change.  The film was provocative and 

challenging in its presentation of six human stories that are widely illustrative of climate change and its 

complexities. The film presented: 

 the drivers of climate change 

 a proposed global solution in the form of a global contraction and convergence policy 

 the importance of a portfolio of renewable technologies to provide us with clean energy 
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 an array of individual choices such as not flying, performing a carbon audit on your home and 

lifestyle, consuming less, eating less meat, buying local produce, campaigning for strong policy 

measures to provide clean energy 

 The multiple difficulties in tackling climate change were presented, including ‗not in my back yard‘ 

thinking and how developing countries can be expected to follow a clean development path when the 

West is not cutting emissions.  Why should people in India be denied cheap air travel? 

The film provoked a range of reactions from delegates such as: 

 Wanting to share more widely 

 Promoting a feeling of discomfort 

 Concern that Latin America was not addressed 

 Feeling that insufficient solutions were offered 

 Renewed sense of urgency to take action 

 Questions about its impact across an international audience. 

Overall, given the grave threat of climate change, it was felt that this film was a positive contribution to the 

Congress, stimulating debate and much discussion amongst delegates. 

Key Congress thoughts 

 Make your voice heard - the GSPC offers botanic gardens a place at the global policy table. We 

need to take advantage of this, since the education of policy makers is of fundamental importance to 

conservation at this time. 

 Botanic gardens are brilliant – they have historic local knowledge of peoples, land, plants, climate 

change impacts, adaptations, solutions and so can make conservation, biodiversity and 

environmental issues uniquely relevant to local people. 

 Make it personal - make people connect with what they see at an individual level.  Create deeply 

personal memories and images that will be cherished.  This will ensure that your conservation 

message will be remembered too. 

 Make the plants personal - naming plants creates a connection, and this in turn helps create 

stewardship of plants. 

 Be aware of your audiences and target messages to them – do not just go for the ‗low-hanging 

fruit‘. 

 Embed education within all garden staff work remits – rally against ‗them and us‘ tendencies. 

 Bring conservation into every communication  

 Look beyond the garden walls - make sure your work is contextualised to the outside world and 

demonstrates relevance.  As botanic gardens, are we stuck in the past?  What added value do we 

bring? 

 Simple ideas are often the best – help grandparents to educate their grandchildren.  They are the 

best kind of educators! 
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 See the „whole‟ – adopt an ecosystem approach to conservation, a whole garden approach to 

education. 

 Give people tools and actions - empower them so that they can change things, so that they can 

imagine and action a different future.  

―Taken for granted patterns of thought are passed on automatically to the next generation via 

the education system.  Only by subjecting the worldview to critical thinking can we begin to 

address the challenges we face‖ 

Webster and Johnson, 2008 




