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New hope for world’s tropical forests arises as the Christian, Muslim,

Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, Daoist leaders join indigenous forest guardians

to launch global effort to end deforestation. Interfaith rainforest initiative,

created by global coalition to fight escalating threats to endangered

forests in Africa, Southeast Asia and Latin America is vital to slowing

climate change.

Religious and indigenous leaders from all corners of the globe launched today

an unprecedented initiative they say will bring needed moral attention and

spiritual commitment to bear on global efforts to end deforestation and protect

the tropical rainforests—forests that are fundamental to human life, the planet’s

health and reducing the emissions fueling climate change. It marks the first time

religious leaders from a broad spectrum of faiths will work hand-in-hand with

Indigenous Peoples, the world’s leading rainforest guardians, to call upon and

activate billions of people of faith worldwide to stand up for rainforests. The

gathering was attended by His Majesty King Harald V of Norway.

Tropical rainforests in South America, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia are falling

rapidly due to a range of forces, including palm oil plantations, cattle, soy and

crop production, and rapacious and often illegal mining and logging operations.

The losses amount to an area the size of Austria each year.



“The story of creation in the book of Genesis tells us of trees that are beautiful

to behold and a source of sustenance. Rainforests are pivotal for life on earth,

provisioning people’s needs, promoting biodiversity and protecting the climate”,

said World Council of Churches (WCC) general secretary Rev. Dr Olav Fykse

Tveit. “Today when the rainforests are threatened by deforestation driven by a

shortsighted, profit-oriented economy, we must use the knowledge of what is

good and our faith-driven action to protect and care for the rainforests and

therefore the earth and all life”.

With their capacity to store billions of tons of carbon, the preservation of tropical

rainforests is widely viewed as fundamental to halting climate change. Many

climate experts note that forests are the only proven approach for capturing

and storing large amounts of carbon. Thus, staving off their destruction could

keep carbon emissions at bay, buying time for the world to transition to a low

carbon energy future, and also playing an indispensable role in reaching global

carbon neutrality in the second half of this century.

Tropical rainforests also provide food, water and income to 1.6 billion people.

They contain most of the planet's land-borne biodiversity and help regulate

rainfall and temperature globally, regionally and locally.

Religious and indigenous leaders from 21 countries will have discussions with

forest advocates, climate scientists and human rights experts in Oslo on June

19-21 to develop goals and actions, along with milestones to mark their

progress. They expect to follow up with an action plan and a global interfaith

rainforest summit in 2018.

The group was convened by Norway’s International Climate and Forest

Initiative (NICFI), Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) and the United Nations

Development Programme (UNDP), in cooperation with the Forum on Religion

and Ecology at Yale University, GreenFaith, the Parliament of the World’s

Religions, Religions for Peace, REIL Network and the WCC.

“Our goal—working in concert with the spiritual and indigenous leaders

gathered here—is to define a shared action plan to create a popular movement

for expanded political will and on-the-ground action to protect rainforests,” said

Bishop Emeritus Gunnar Stålsett, honorary president of Religions for Peace.

“The scope of this initiative is global. But we are also putting special focus on

religious and indigenous leaders, networks and institutions in countries with the

most significant tropical rainforests.”



The initiative is linked to a surge of grassroots action over the last few years in

which environmental, climate and indigenous rights issues are being embraced

as spiritual imperatives that strike a chord with multiple faiths and traditions.

Other leaders of Evangelical Christian and Muslim organizations, and the

Archbishop of Canterbury, have stressed the shared human responsibility to

protect the planet. Lending crucial leadership and indispensable momentum to

these efforts was the official letter or “encyclical” issued in 2015 by Pope

Francis that called on all people of the world to take swift action, to bring, "the

whole human family together to protect our common home." He also noted the

unbreakable link between Indigenous Peoples and the environment: "For them

land is not a commodity, but rather a gift from God and from their ancestors

who rest there, a sacred space with which they need to interact if they are to

maintain their identity and values."

"The world’s rainforests are a stunning example of the life-sustaining beauty of

the planet; they are spectacular, vital to life, and at grave risk”, said Rev.

Fletcher Harper, executive director of GreenFaith. “This meeting represents a

tremendously important first step forward for faith communities, who must join

First Peoples and commit to rainforests’ health and restoration.”

Rev. Henrik Grape, coordinator of the WCC Working Group on Climate

Change, represented WCC at the event.

“Learning from the ecumenical and interfaith activities on climate change, the

action to protect the rainforests could gain a lot,” he said. “Actually, climate

change and protection of the rainforests are very closely related, so this is

natural way to go further in our common pilgrimage for justice and peace.

Peace with earth. And the Indigenous People’s spirituality and understanding

are indispensable to a more sustainable future.”

Citing the spiritual, environmental, social and economic benefits the world’s

tropical rainforests provide, the partners of the multi-faith initiative emphasize

humanity’s shared ethical and moral responsibility to protect them. They are

committed to taking concrete, collective action to protect, restore and

sustainably manage those forests. The world’s religious and spiritual

communities have long sheltered and protected forests—from the rainforest-

dwelling Ashaninka in Peru and Brazil to Buddhist monks ordaining trees in

Thailand. Yet, this is the historical effort for such a broad-scale and global

mobilization of faith communities to protect the tropical forests so essential for

the earth’s climate.
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