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WORLD ISSUES

Global classroom against poverty
n By MOHD NOOR ASWAD

MAHATMA Ghandi once
said: “We need to be the
change we wish to see in

the world.”
Ghandi believed that everyone

can make changes. Every person is
an agent of change, able to affect
what goes on in the world.

“We are all agents of change. We
can make the world a better place
by dealing with global issues
collectively,” says University of
Malaya’s (UM) Associate Professor
Dr Sulochana Nair.

Growing up in poverty, Prof Sulo,
as she is fondly known, vowed early
on to do two things in her life. One,
get an education to escape from a
life of poverty. Two, end poverty in
the world.

Today, as the director of Centre
for Poverty and Development
Studies, Sulo is on her way to
achieve her second goal.

“The idea of eradicating poverty
globally may sound idealistic but it

is not impossible.
“As agents of change, all of us

have the capability and
responsibility to make changes in
the world especially poverty
eradication. The more important
question is, are we willing or not?”

So when Columbia University in
the United States invited UM to
participate in the Global Classroom
on Integrated Development Practice,
Sulo was elated as UM will be
working closely with Professor
Jeffery Sachs who is the director of
Earth Institute at the American
university.

“Sachs is a special adviser to
United Nations secretary general
Ban Ki-moon and is well known for
his work on worldwide poverty
eradication. His involvement in this
project lends much weight,” says
Sulo.

The global classroom project is a
worldwide discussion on poverty
and sustainable development.
Launched on Jan 22, the
four-month project is aimed at

discussing sustainable development
and finding solutions to combat
global poverty.

“Academics from all over the
world research on the state of
poverty in their respective countries
and come up with solutions to help
reduce it.

“Participants come from various
backgrounds so that there is a
broader view on poverty and fresh
ways to overcome it,” says Sulo.

Currently more than 13 countries
have been chosen to participate in
the initiative, with each country
being represented by its top
university.

The global classroom is
conducted via computers that
connect all 13 universities, live in
real time. Participants listen to
lectures and discussions, as well as
exchange information over the
Internet.

The global classroom will see
students sharing their experiences
in dealing with poverty in their
respective countries.

They will then come up with
solutions to the problems. The
climax will be a brainstorming
session.

“All participants with their unique
views of their respective countries
contribute greatly to the overall
understanding of the issues
affecting their parts of the world.
This way, we can formulate fresh
solutions to eradicate poverty.

“It will not just end there. All the
ideas will be collated for the
government of the respective
countries to serve as a policy
guide,” says Sulo.

She hopes that students will
come out of this experience with a
broader view of the world and be
inspired to make changes.

With an international effort like
the global classroom, Sulo is
positive that her desire to eradicate
world poverty will come true sooner
rather than later.
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We can make the world a better
place by dealing with global issues
collectively, says Sulo
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Can other Asians do it too?
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resources — have shown that
behavioural change for the better is
possible.

They have risen to the challenge.
The question is, can other Asians do
it too?

As Dhakal succinctly puts it: “For
drastic carbon dioxide cutbacks, for
example, technology solutions alone
are not likely to work, we need
behavioural shift and the concept of
mottainai (an old Japanese
viewpoint on wasting less,
conserving more and using
resources modestly) to be the basic
philosophy of living.

Even so, getting people to alter
their behaviour is a difficult and
time-consuming process, admits
Dhakal. That is something for Asians
to think about.

“Japan’s experience — both as a
victim of industrial pollution and an
initiator of clean-up efforts — makes
it an authority on environmental
protection,” says Professor Lee Poh
Ping, a principal research fellow at
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia’s
Institute of Malaysian and
International Studies.

Dhakal describes Japan’s success
in solving local environmental
problems such as sulphur dioxide
emissions, dust fall and water
pollution as its greatest
achievements in the historical
context.

Future accomplishments are likely
to be in the corporate social
responsibility initiatives of big
companies and Japan’s leadership in
the global climate change debate.

“Japan is an excellent role model;
there is no doubt about that,” says
Dhakal, who would prefer it if other
Asian countries follow Japan and
Europe instead of North America for
inspiration in the pursuit of growth
even as he notes that countries like
Korea and now China have adopted
a mix of Japanese and US pathways.

Having said that, Dhakal thinks
that Japan makes a good model for
rapidly industrialising countries
because “historical lessons of
environmental protection in Japan,
especially for industrial pollution
control, overemphasise the rapid
development of technologies and
availability of financial resources”.

As for least-developed countries,
“the applicability of the Japanese
model could be questionable
especially where communities need
to be mobilised for solving problems
and small-scale appropriate
technologies need an edge”, he
says.

In Dhakal’s view, Japan’s
involvement in public transport,
cutting dependency on private cars,
energy efficiencies, process
efficiencies, technology
development and utilisation of space
is worth looking at.

Also noteworthy is that Japan’s

environmental regulations are said
to be among the most stringent in
the world.

“In my view Japan is more and
more looking to Europe (than the
United States) for environmental
standards and actions. This is true
for global warming issues, material
efficiency and recycling, among
others,” Dhakal says.

The promising start made by the
US in the realm of environmental
protection in the years following the
publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent
Spring in 1962 — a classic work on
pesticide pollution credited with
launching the environmental
movement, first in the US and later

throughout Western Europe — is
looking dismal now.

“US standing and image have
worsened in recent years because of
global warming issues and other
international conventions,” says
Dhakal.

Significantly, measures to beat
global warming are poised to
dominate the agenda to be set by
Japan at this summer’s G8 Summit
in Toyako, Hokkaido.

If Minamata disease is an adage
for ecological catastrophe, then
global warming is a portent of bad
tidings.

Dhakal says Japan definitely sees
itself as a leader in Asia in this area

and he really believes that Japan is
serious about global warming “but
there are concerns about impact on
the economy by drastic emission
cutbacks especially among
economic circles”.

Japan’s leadership in the global
climate change debate especially its
Cool Earth 50 — a target for a 50
per cent emissions cut by 2050 —
proposal (www.mofa.go.jp/
policy/environment/warm/
coolearth50/index.html) has “the
potential to be termed as (Japan’s)
greatest achievement,” says Dhakal.

The whole world waits and hopes.
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Japan’s experience makes it an
authority on environmental
protection, says Lee
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