Proposal for creation of an AAR Sustainability Task Force

Submitted by the AAR Executive Office

Background

Sustainability is often defined as: "meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Essentially, sustainability is about the reduction of human suffering in a way that doesn’t encourage destruction of the environment. As religious traditions have stories of creation and concerns for human suffering, morality, human rights and social justice, our students can explore these differences and commonalities among the traditions. Religious studies can make important and unique contributions to sustainability education for all undergraduates on college campuses. Theological studies can contribute with its education of clergy and theologians. Religion/theology courses could engage students in the sustainability issues of this generation, and help them think about and practice the necessary behaviors and actions for a sustainable future.

Several AAR members have been active in this area. Pioneers such as John Cobb, Rosemary Ruether, Larry Rasmussen, and Sallie McFague have studied religion and ecology issues for decades. The AAR’s Religion and Ecology Group began in 1993, and is now led by John Grim and David Barnhill. Grim and Mary Evelyn Tucker are co-directors of the Forum on Religion and Ecology, and together organized a series of ten conferences on world religions and ecology at the Center for the Study of World Religions at Harvard Divinity School.

For the past year, Kyle Cole, AAR Director of College Programs, has represented the AAR at meetings of the Disciplinary Associations for Sustainability, a working group formed within the U.S. Partnership for Education for Sustainable Development. At these meetings, 20+ disciplinary associations work to create new practices — from intro textbook changes to greener meetings to actual mandatory learning outcomes — that will address important sustainability issues. The Partnership was formed when the White House decided not to participate in the United Nations General Assembly resolution that declared a Decade of Education for Sustainable Development to begin on January 1, 2005.

With more than 11,000 attending the annual meeting, the AAR has the potential to make a substantial impact, not only in the practices we adopt at our own Annual Meeting, but by creating a template that other organizations can easily adopt. The AAR is poised to lead the way in becoming the greenest academic association in North American and it makes a powerful statement about who we are. 

For the green AAR Annual Meeting, Aislinn Jones, Annual Meeting Director, has asked the headquarter hotels and convention center to have recycling bins and they will offer the option to not change linens (such as towels and sheets) in the room. Water stations with drinking glasses instead of disposable cups, and reusable utensils have also been requested. AAR’s current practice of donating leftover food to local homeless shelters will continue. Also, the AAR has asked for buffet lunches instead of boxed lunches, and will reduce the number of one-time use signs – using some for more than one year. Exhibitors will have the opportunity to recycle materials, and using a tote bags made of recycled materials are planned. Bins for used plastic name badge holders will be prominent. The AAR will be encouraging members to help make this a green meeting by asking attendees to register online, purchase carbon offsets, use public transportation while at the meeting, bring a mug from home and reuse it, bring an old name badge holder to reuse, and to use the recycle bins.

Taylor first used all of these initiatives at the MAAR meeting. The conference center for MAAR agreed to serve organic, fair-trade, shade-grown coffee for a small fee. The cost was minimal and MAAR was able to offset the costs on other materials it was not consuming. 

The Theological Education Steering Committee and the Academic Relations Committee are organizing a Special Topics Forum on the Greening of Theological Education for the San Diego Annual Meeting, and the ARC has decided to use a summer workshop (2009) to examine sustainability issues. This practical workshop will train participants to infuse curriculum in textbooks and courses, educate them about greening their buildings and campuses, and create future leaders for AAR regional and campus wide workshops.

We have met with Grim, Tucker and Laurel Kearns, leaders in the field of religion and ecology, to determine what efforts the AAR could realize. They have offered their support and Grim and Tucker have invited us to visit with foundations in New York for funding. Additionally, articles on sustainability have run in past Religious Studies News, and there is a Sustainability Focus section scheduled for the May RSN.

As the AAR moves into the sustainability forefront, a taskforce is needed to coordinate all the efforts, ensuring that we participate fully. With board approval, the AAR will begin moving forward in this effort and find appropriate funding for these initiatives.

Task Force Charge

The Sustainability Task Force fosters attention to the issues associated with sustainability throughout the AAR. This group makes proposals to the Academy for initiatives for contributing to teaching about sustainability and for developing best practices for conducting sustainable meetings and regional meetings.

Purpose

To establish sustainable practices as the standard for the AAR and its meetings, and to influence members to include sustainability-themed issues in undergraduate and graduate curricula.

Goals

· To craft a Sustainability Statement to be posted prominently upon board approval

· To produce summer and regional workshops on Sustainability and Teaching Religion/Theology

· To explore grant/endowment possibilities for establishing sustainability into the curriculum, purchasing technologies allowing for greener meetings, and supporting workshops and other initiatives

· To craft a resolution to support the Education for Sustainable Future, drafted by the Disciplinary Associations for Sustainability

· For AAR offices to model greening their building and moving to carbon neutral in operations and conferences, including asking conference vendors to green operations.

Timeframe, Organizational Structure and Composition of the Task Force

We propose the Task Force should consist of up to six members; one or two of whom should have religion and ecology backgrounds. The Task Force will originally work for three fiscal years, 2008-2010, with the board having the option to approve an additional three years.

