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To our Wildlings Logan, Kit and Bo,

for a lifetime of wild wanderings
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Foreword

Jane Goodall PhD, DBE

I grew up in Bournemouth, on the south coast of England, and when I was a child television had not been invented and mobile phones and computers were not even dreamed of. It was different, and in many ways much better, for a child. I used to spend most of my time outside, watching the birds and the squirrels, fascinated by the little spiders that carried their babies on their backs, the butterflies and the dragonflies with their shimmering wings and brilliant bodies. I loved to climb the trees in the garden. My favourite was a beech tree – I called him, simply, ‘Beech’. I would take books up there to read, as well as my homework. When I was up Beech I felt closer to the birds. When the wind was blowing, the branches I perched on swayed back and forth and it was exhilarating.

I was ten years old when, after reading Doctor Dolittle and Tarzan of the Apes, I decided I would grow up, go to Africa, live with wild animals and write books about them. Everyone laughed at me except my mother. She simply told me I would have to work really hard, take advantage of all opportunities, and if I did not give up I might find a way. And of course, in a now well-known narrative, I did achieve that dream. And it was even better than I could have imagined – living not just with any animal, but the one most like us, the chimpanzee.

Since I first arrived in Africa in 1956 the world has changed. Before the start of the Covid-19 pandemic I was travelling about 300 days a year around the world, trying to raise awareness about the existential threats of climate change and loss of biodiversity, talking to large audiences, visiting schools, having meetings with decision-makers. But since the pandemic I have been ‘grounded’ in the house where I grew up, back in Bournemouth, living with my sister and her daughter and two grandsons, Alex and Nickolai. Beech is still here – I can see him out of my window. He is too tall for me to climb now – I cannot reach the lowest branch – but I sit under him every lunchtime with my crackers and (vegan) cheese and some bird food. And every day I am joined by a robin and a blackbird. In the spring they brought their young ones. There are other birds in the garden, but so many of the species I knew as a child are gone from the area. The hedgehogs are gone too. And especially shocking is the decline in so many species of insect. I get excited if I get one mosquito bite, and if one moth comes into my room at night to flutter against the lamp. In the surrounding houses and hotels people spray their gardens with pesticides and herbicides, pave over their driveways. And Alex and Nickolai, like most other children, spend more time playing video games and interacting with their friends on social media than watching the magic of the natural world in the garden.

This is the great problem we face today: how can we encourage our children to spend less time with their technological gadgets and more time in nature? Because it has been proven that children need time in the natural world for good psychological development. Indeed, it has been shown that for adults too, time in nature is beneficial psychologically and physically; it reduces stress and instils a more hopeful outlook.

Back in the late eighties I was meeting so many young people around the world who had lost hope, were depressed, angry or just apathetic. Why, I asked them? ‘Because our future has been compromised and there is nothing we can do about it.’ Indeed, we have compromised their future, destroyed the natural world, treated animals, and people too in some places, as mere ‘things’ to be exploited, so that we are faced with climate change and the loss of biodiversity and so much more. But there WAS something they could do about this. And so, in 1991 when I was talking to a group of twelve high school students in Tanzania, we developed the idea of Roots & Shoots. Its main message: Every individual makes a difference, every day, and we can choose what sort of difference we make. Each group, we decided, would choose three projects to start healing the world – a project to help people, a project to help animals and one to help the environment. For all the problems we face are inextricably interconnected. The members discuss their ideas, make plans, roll up their sleeves and take action. We have designed curricula and organised teacher workshops and always, everywhere, we work on plans to get children, especially young children, out into nature.

Roots & Shoots is now in over sixty-five countries, with members from kindergarten through to university, from rich and poor communities, from different cultures and religions. And because they are working on projects they chose, they are working with passion. As I write these words, young people around the world are truly making a difference as they plant trees, grow organic food, clear trash, volunteer in animal shelters – and so much more. And as they grow up they have been taking the values they acquired in the programme into adult life. Two of them became environment ministers, one in Tanzania, one in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Perhaps the most important value they acquire is respect – for each other, for animals, for the environment. They are making the world a better place and providing me with my greatest reason for hope.

Jane Goodall, PhD, DBE
Founder of the Jane Goodall Institute
and UN Messenger of Peace

www.janegoodall.org.uk
www.rootsnshoots.org.uk
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