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Faith Communities and Environmental Degradation in
Northeast Nigeria

Muazu Usman Shehu and Susan Molyneux-Hodgson, University &fesheUK

Abstract: Few empirical studies have examined undeasigs of environmental change within faith commustiThis is the case even in
regions suffering severely from environmental chailgeNortheast Nigeria. In highly religious societ®gh as Nigeria, an appreciation
of perceptions and modes of adaptation to chang@nMaith communities is crucial to both understeng the religion-environment
connection and as a basis to generate ideas fayatiity environmental degradation. Leaders of Ciamisand Muslim congregations in
Northeast Nigeria were interviewed to explore theiteipretations of how faith communities understandrenmental change and
degradation. Analysis of the interviews reveals tteatipipants offer a wide range of understandingsiadoenvironmental change. While
some attribute change to human activities, otherspreerit as 'atural’ occurrence or outcome, defining it either as God’s way of
punishing humans for their wrong deeds or as a fulfitnaé 'end times' prophecies. Ways of responding tor@mwental change within
these faith communities are found to range frongiwlis rituals such as special prayers, to active mamargepractices such as tree
planting. Our findings suggest that religion plays@e important role in shaping views on problemsSirfi' Muslim communities than in
Christian and 'Salafi' Muslim communities. The implioas of these findings for future research and pai®ydiscussed.
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I ntroduction

seeks to institutionalise scientific solutions to contemporary environmentabms (e.g. Fromming

and Reichel 2012; Gerten 2010; Moore and Nelson 2010). These authors agwseightific
approaches tend to undermine the role of cultural and social forcesh#pes gerception and adaptation to
environmental change within societies and can alienate peoples who are most vuliterdbtatic and
environmental change. This paper contributes to this debate through a sSoalotomlysis of the role of
religion on discussions of environmental degradation, drawirgqirical work conducted in Nigeria.

In many societies across the world, religion provides an important fiemsinderstanding human
worldviews, attitudes and behaviour regarding major issues susbcis and environmental change (Kaplan
2010; Wardekker, Petersen, and van der Sluijs 2009; Guth et al. T885)s so because a majority of people
of the world identify with one form of religious tradition or anotkiBergmann 2009; Hitzhusen and Tucker
2013) and religious beliefs and perspectives on the natural world contimfuémce peoples action and their
relationship with the natural environment (Jenkins 2009). Religious $etinfl practices are currently
understood to influence people's environmental worldviews andptiencef environmental problems in either
'positive’ or 'negative' ways (Gerten and Bergmann 2012). ©orté hand religion remains a vital resource in
fostering environmentally responsible behaviour (Gottlieb 2006; KanagyWdtitis 1993; Woodrum and
Wolkomir 1997) and different religiously-inspired environmental movamare gaining footholds across the
contemporary world. On the other hand religious worldviews in some caoitiesusignificantly shape people's
perception of environmental problems in ways that suggest fatalisterpiieting environmental problems as
'‘God-given' - and underscores the prime responsibility of humanstigating those problems (Gerten 2010;
Gerten and Bergmann 2012). Studies of local knowledge about environmeitieims and risks (eg Gardner
2003; Burchell 1998) have generated divergent theories about peoplesstaidieg of, and modes of
adaptation to, environmental change. This diversity of views has generatedtatons over the role of
religion in global environmental change.

Research studies in different parts of the world have examined howdaitmunities perceive and adapt to
environmental problems such as climate change and global warmingghtirand famine, desertification,
flooding and so on, reporting a variety of findings. Some studiemre and Nelson 2010; Wilkinson 2010)
have documented evidence of the attribution of anthropogenic causes to mevitain problems,
acknowledgement of negative consequences and a moral conviction to mitmsgeptioblems among the
'mainstream' Protestant Churches in the US. Other studies (Djupe and HanK2a0s 1996) have found that
many faith communities not only accept the moral responsibility to comkabemental change but have also
institutionalised commitments and developed new theologies to promote rengimtal sustainability. For
instance, Hart (2006) has investigated the 'reformation’ of environmbnotaiht within the Catholic Church
which emphasises moral narratives that support environmental concerranR@Gatholic environmental
theology, according to Hart, also stresses the belief that environmental degragatisrirom anthropocentrism
which the Guurch describes as essentially ‘unbiblical’. Other studies (Guth et al. 1995) have found that some
Protestant denominations, more conservative in worldview than mainstresest&nt communities, are more
likely to reject environmental change as a problem. Despite an official proclamagorimnmental concern
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by the Evangelical Church (see Evangelical Climate Initiative 2086)ith and Leiserowitz (2013) found
evidence of scepticism and disbelief about environmental matters suclvalswggoming among both American
Evangelicals and non-Evangelicals. Yet others (Simkins 2008) have notedntthaimes' theologies remain
popular among many American religious fundamentalists who view cpotany environmental problems as
'signs' of 'end times'. These studies point to some majoradiffes in understandings of environmental change
among different Christian groups.

In a similar vein, studies that have discussed perspectives omreneintal problems from the Islamic
world have also produced a mixture of findings. Some scholars (Foltg; Nasr 2003) have argued that
although principles to support nature conservation and stewardship aret éwidllamic scriptures, there is
little evidence of strong environmentalism in most of contemporaryliMusommunities across the world.
However, there is what one observer describes as 'awakening amastjsisvto the realities of environmental
change (Khalid 2002:338) around the Muslim world, for example, onenssphas been the reintroduction of
Islamic environmental ethics to current discussions. Discourse on envir@hicigainge in the Islamic world is
said by some to be dominated by debates on 'predestination’ and 'hemasilif (Ammar 2004). In this
worldview, Muslims who interpret environmental problems as the ‘will of God’ may see no point in striving to
mitigate them. However, there are other Muslim communities who see eneintad crisis as an outcome of
human free will to manipulate nature in ways that are not predestinecearal @mnnection between human
behaviour and environmental problems. These 'Muslim environmentéliisie 2006) believe that Muslims
also share the blame for ecological crisis by embracing the cultureesf,gtisrespect for nature and injustice.
Like some Christian environmentalists, they accept scientific perspectivesiconerental degradation and are
making renewed efforts to revive the practice of Islamic environmentaligs. Some scholars (Nasr 2003)
have also noted a general lack of awareness of the seriousneswgicatproblems, as well as lack of will to
work towards arresting them, within some Muslim communities.

Empirical studies undertaken in different parts of the Islamic world refiedivergent positions described
above. For instance, Paradise (2005) and Hutton and Haque (20@3)xamined peoples’ perceptions of
ecological problems in Morocco and Bangladesh respectively. Both studies évidence of deep belief in
predestination, a perceived lack of control and even a fatalism among researdpap#stidheir findings
support earlier research by Lindskog and Tengberg (1994) whad fthat although indigenous people's
knowledge of the physical reality of land degradation in Burkina Fasespmnded with scientific knowledge
of the phenomenon, the local people's perspective on causes ofldgratiation differed. Lindskog and
Tengberg reported that peagain Burkina Faso ‘ascribed the causes of land degradation to Allah or did not
know' (ibid.,370). The authors further observed that a traditionalbeation for causes of land degradation,
drought and famine is that ‘it is God’s punishment of humanity because of man’s lax morals and evil behaviour’
(ibid.,373). The local people regarded 'God, Allah, as the only dgnforce who exerts influence on all
components, such as man, nature and the process of land degradation’ (ibid.,374). By implication, this view
prevents the indigenous people from perceiving themselves as actthrs ecosystem, a stance that may
negatively affect their behaviour towards land resources. A study from Nigeria, ‘Nigeria Talks Climate’ (BBC,
2010) validates this finding of attributing environmental changes to traaesictal causes. The study found that
people's perception of changes in the natural environment is maihlgrioéd by religious beliefs. The study
indicated that while it is common knowledge among many Nigerians thatnhaotimns are having adverse
effects on the environment, people viewed environmental change as the ‘will of God’. According to this study,
participants believed adverse environmental changes could be mitigated tprayghs and religious rituals.
However, the research also found ‘a close connection between faith and environmental stewardship’. Religious
leaders who participated in the research study stressed the duty on horpesisct the environment. Indeed,
other studies have found the clergy and religious leadership to be partidakubntial in shaping the
environmental worldviews of their congregations (Djupe and Hunt 200%ii&r2008). The centrality of the
clergy to environmental discourses became, therefore, the focus ofabysigin this paper. Our study sought
to understand the views of the clergy and leaders of faith commumitiesvironmental change in a case study
region of Nigeria. We aim to extend the discussion on the role of religiemvinonmental change by adding to
current understandings of views on environmental problems, feithth faith communities in a region that has
not been sufficiently studied.

The complex nature of the religion-environment connection calls fopamative, cross-cultural, and cross-
national studies to understand the varieties of religious environmental nartiativase circulating. At present,
few empirical studies have been completed that examine the religion-environmarg in non-western
societies, especially those of Africa (Rice 2006) and who are particularly vulneradsieitonmental change
(see UNFCCC 2007). Findings from research conducted in America and NVEst@pe are not necessarily
transferable to societies with such different socio-economic conditions. Moreavéisplarity in perception of
environmental risks between high-income and low-income countries (Leiserovdi®) #takes researching
environmental perspectives of local populations in developing societies cfoimpared to other regions of
the country, Northeast Nigeria provided an interesting case for analysisifimber of reasons. First, the region



suffers from severe environmental degradation in the form of rasdrtification, encroaching at rate of 0.6
km/year (Federal Government of Nigeria 2010); excessive deforestation,tedtia@®.4% reduction per year
(Maplecroft 2011); severe erosion, seasonal flash floods, garbage #&atomin urban centres and so on.
Second, the region is is inhabited by vulnerable populations whediddiod depends directly on the quality of
the environment. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of Nigerid2]29% of the people of
Northeast Nigeria live in "conditions of absolute poverty", while 76.3%ilivconditions of "relative poverty".
Vulnerability to the impacts of environmental change is high in such rregis the adaptive capacity of
individuals and communities is low due to their extreme poverty (S29ta&). Third, increasing poverty,
population growth and natural resource depletion have been linked tdraviskent conflict in various parts of
the region (see Sayne 2011; Obiaha 2008). Fourth, in terms of wsligithnic and cultural diversity, the
Northeast region is probably the most heterogeneous of all the fofjgcal regions of Nigeria (Alkali,
Monguno, and Mustafa 2012). As mentioned earlier, observersligion in Nigeria have documented the
central role religion plays in both social organisation and conscioudneassurvey by PEW Forum (2010)
87% of Nigerians see themselves as "deeply committed to the practices andft@meistianity or Islam". An
earlier survey by the BBC (2005) shows that 85% of Nigeriassetiureligious leaders and were willing to give
them more powers. Hence, the social diversity of the region preserdBeangh requiring investigation and it is
against this backdrop that our study explores discourses around neneirtal degradation within faith
communities in the region.

Methods

The research we report in this paper is part of a larger study on redigitbenvironmental degradation in
Northeast Nigeria that has combined qualitative and quantitative approachedatéhanalysed here were
collected using in-depth semi-structured interviews in 3 of the 6 sthtdse dNortheast region of Nigeria
(Adamawa, Bauchi and Borno). In each of these states, 6 religiousegatigns were approached to participate
in the study and all agreed to be represented by the head clergy (Ministerbmtneir deputies. The selection
of congregations was purposive, based on criteria that included: practicalilaligesa willingness to
participate, denominational diversity and size of membership/followership. Wivegghat applying these
criteria in the selection procedure would enable data gathering with the greatesiapto generate insight to
the topic under study. Also taken into consideration is the religious c@iiopasf the region. In all, 18 leaders
of congregations participated in the study (7 Christian clerics; 6 Salafi Islamerde&dSufi Islamic leaders)
and interviews were conducted in September and October 2012. The interviews probed the leaders’ views on the
character of environmental degradation in their region; their understandirthe chuses of environmental
change; and their perspective on appropriate responses to degradation and Alhahgeinterviews were
audio-taped with the permission of participants and each intervieigséasted 50-70 minutes. The interviews,
mostly conducted in the local language (Hausa), were anonymised thdatécasd transcribed verbatim. We
adopted a systematic, stbg-step approach to extract salient themes from the transcripts and gtboped
themes into broader categories that summarized the data. We then used thosesategexplore the
participants’ narratives in light of existing literature. This ‘thematic analysis’ of the data enables us to
understad the ways in which participants’ constructed meanings of their own, and their communities’,
viewpoints and actions (Denscombe 2008)e provide below a brief summary of the participants’ main
understandings of environmental degradation and change then illustratedrdetail three of the main themes
that emerged from the data: the role of government; the role of social preasdrése role of theology.

Findings

All of the participants perceived environmental change as both a real and existes#itd the livelihoods and
wellbeing of their communities. The most common environmental probléwais they identified were
desertification, erosion, flash floods, resource depletion and garbage adtwmulamonstrating that local
leaders recognise the same core set of issues as cited in national and sciediffic Stome of these
participants made no reference to religious beliefs and worldviews in theirssiise of the causes of
environmental change. Others interpreted environmental change from atpaodbgical point of view. A third
sub-set used both religious and non-religious perspectives toatkugtreir understanding of environmental
change. A number of respondents saw environmental change as rooteddestiuction, over decaded, o
ecological systems due to human activities. These participants believed that htimaesasere driven by
social and institutional factors and what they perceived as deep rooted mabénsreated conditions for a
negative human-environment relationship. These problems were seen ascsystamse they were embedded
in the structure of the society, for example weak government, ratheintliae actions of individual agents.
Other participants attributed degradation to a divine transcendent cause and interpietednental change as



either outcomes of human 'sin' or as a sign of 'end timesetimebn these dichotomous perspectives were
narratives that attributed environmental change to both anthropogenic aredadivses.

Therole of government in participants’ views of environmental change

Almost half the participants shared a view that government had a role iavatigg environmental
degradation. Participants’ discourses expressed a sense of failure, an unwillingness of the government to combat
environmental damage and an inability of government and her agenciesut® eunstainable use and
management of resources. ‘Weakness’ on the part of the government was explicated by participants in three
ways: i) a lack of concern for environmental problems; ii) cripplingupion and; iii) a lack of effective
institutional and legal mechanisms to combat environmental degradation.

L ack of concern

While maintaining a clear view that governments play a crucial role in enwinatal protection and
management, several participants stated that there was an astonishing ‘lack of concern’ by government at local,
state and national level for environmental sustainability. This, accordingetgaticipants, explains the
persistence and even worsening of environmental problems sgehb@ge accumulation, deforestation and soil
erosion. Participants contrasted this with governments in “the past” which were “very effective” in managing
the environment. Respondents blamed the worsening ‘plastic bag crisis’ and recent flooding on the government.
They were nostalgic about the ‘effective’ garbage collection and management as well as environmental health
policies that governments of the past had pursued. Participants who belevin thovernment was not giving
sufficient attention to environmental management largely cited waste manageméonreental sanitation
and disaster relief to illustrate their points. However, other aspects of environrmensdrvation and
management were also mentioned, including: negating alternative meansggf ergiecting past and existing
desertification control programs and failing to take concrete measures to combatrapwital destruction.

Government corruption

Environmental management and conservation was seen to be hamptreghgnomenon of corruption in
Nigeria and corruption featured in participants’ narratives in several ways. Some participants viewed
government corruption as a factor responsible for the weakening otiegesstablished to protect the
environment. Others thought that monetary resources budgeted to combgicatg@ooblems were being
diverted to private hands or channelled to different causes. Even whenshwegetnot being diverted, there
was a view that ineffective utilisation of funds often impeded enviesntah policy implementation. Some
officials responsible for implementing environmental policy (e.g. nbgnaging environmental protection
agencies) were thought to expect ‘bribes’ from the public in exchange for their services. Public officials were
often viewed as being more concerned with acquiring wealth than witimgaxtant problems and for that
reason were likely to allocate resotw to areas where they expected to get maximum ‘gains’ rather than
addressing pressing ecological problems.

Institutional and legal obstacles

Participants suggested that environmental protection and management redrored government
institutions and effective laws and that the persistence and worsdnémyimnmental damage in the region
was linked to a lack of effective institutions and laws for combaimgronmental abuse. Despite the size of the
threat posed by environmental degradation in Nigeria, participants seemedreired the existence of any
explicit environmental protection policy or that government agencies might lackedhgsite institutional
capacity to implement environmental policy. Participants attributed contiralmse of the environment to a
general inefficiency on the part of the government and its agenciesufzalyidn the provision of necessary
infrastructure:

Very few if any places have been set aside for refuse dumping. Ne rm&dlisction system. So the
only available place, like undeveloped plots of land, drainage systemeraatirses roads, are used to
dump refuse. (01:02)



...because of weak government and inefficiency people build houses everywhere, without observing
the rules of urban planning. As we witnessed a few months ags,ipdople built houses on (natural)
drains and gullies and when the flood came, many lives were lost1}03:0

The majority of participants suggested that mitigating ecological problemdregqthe effective
implementation of environmental policy and that at the current time in Nitpsiavas absent.

Therole of social context in understanding environmental problems

Participants highlighted a range of socio-economic factors that shaped thesextahcontext and which
they associated with increased environmental degradation in the regims Issch as population growth,
scarcity of natural resources; access to goods and low ecological awansaessidentified by various
participants as playing a role in the persistence and growth of environmestildms. Indeed, some of these
factors were seen to constitute barriers to pro-environmental behavioun @wie ways could actively
promote environmentally-damaging behaviour.

Population growth and pressure on resour ces

A narrative on population increase and associated resource depletion was @&stides many interviews,
for example:

I think this change is due to population increase and scardigmofand other environmental resources
which make people look for where and how to earn a living withegard to the beauty and quality of
the place. (10:01)

The scarcity of land as a resource was also noted:

...actually, I think I will still attribute it to poverty, because a man that does not have enough land to
farm you can’t expect him to allow the land a period of re-nutrition, you understand; leatiedand
for a period of time to recover its nutrients before he starts cultiyitiif you are very poor, you want
to exploit, farm and cultivate every land available. (01:02)

The inter-weaving of factors such as population, scarcity of resquoogsrty and institutional barriers are
evident in this account:

Well, people sometimes behave the way they behave, number one owergopulation. Once you
have too many people to aesi, you’d have problem. And that is the reason why you cannot see some
laws being effectively enforced in the society. And secondly, whergdvernment has failed to do
what is expected of her, definitely people will not do what she expectstthdmand that is what is
happening to the environment. ...you can see... if the government says this area is preserved for
conservation, what have they (people) been provided with? Look at the growing population...
kerosene... which is supposed to be available and affordable has been made very difficult to get...
Kerosene is not affordable to many, let alone cooking gas. In Nigeria, cooking gas is for the ‘big men
and women’. People have to go and collect firewood or burn the bush to get charcoal... So, all I am are
trying to say is that the government should take into consideratraghthe population grows the
government needs to invest more in terms of effort to bring alteenaturces of energy. .. The
population and the resources available need to be always compared hovwsege can avoid
catastrophe. (15:02)

This narrative is indicative of the complex situation in which multiple factord o create conditions
for the continuation of environmental destruction and represents atsmgibi understanding of the problems
the region faces. This particular participant also pointed to the relationship betweenianatitproblems -
government’s failure to implement environmental policy and provide necessary infrastructure and services — and
environmental problemsscarcity of land and environmental degradation.

The absence of social pressure

Many participants emphasised the importance of ‘social pressure’ to activating both environmental concern
and environmental behaviour. ‘Social pressure’ was seen as an important factor in stimulating ‘positive’



behaviour and in depressing those behaviours constructed as ‘negative’. In their responses, a significant number
of participants related a prevalence of negative environmental behaviour to ‘insufficient’ pressure on individuals
from other members of society:

...In principle, we all have some level of concern for the environment. However, our actions do a lot of
harm on the environment. Why is that the case? It may be becauseidty does nothing to ensure
that evey individual behaves in environmentally friendly way during their day to day activities...
(17:01)

Even within the congregations we don’t express disapproval of behaviours that are causing harm to the
environment. Rather, we even send our children with refuse tp dunthe streets and in the gutters.
They grow up thinking that this is acceptable behaviour. (08:01)

‘Expressing disapproval’ of environmental damage, ‘discouraging’ ‘improper’ disposal of wastes and
‘ensuring’ that individuals behave in environmentally responsible ways, can all be understood as means of
exerting pressure on individuals to stimulate pro-environmental behavioiglerly, these participants are
suggesting that lack of such social pressure contributes to environmantagjalas people ‘feel free' to engage
in behaviour that harm the environment and less obliged to behavesrihved preserve it.

L ow awareness of environmental responsibility

Some interviewees suggested that whilst their communities are aware of tie@axisf environmental
problems and believe in environmental ethics and principles of nature consgrvlatiopeople did not see
themselves as personally responsible for combating such probldrasmdst common interpretation of
environmental responsibility gwed that it was the government’s responsibility to protect the natural
environment. Although this was the majority view, another perspectggested that environmental problems
like desertification, drought, floods and soil erosion were brought aboglobgl climate change triggered by
industrialised nations:

Many people here would argue that climate change is responsible for desertificatidraught in this
region and that it (climate change) is a global phenomenon... and there is nothing we Africans can do
about it. | think this thinking makes us to continue to behave tgengado (18:01)

In this case, people did not see any reason why they should thdjusvays of life to solve a problem they
were not directly responsible for in the first place. Communities were s@ea to believe that certain
environmental problems were ‘too severe’ and ‘complex’ to be solved by individual action such as changes in
consumption behaviour, resource use and conservation efforts inntladicemmunities:

Not all these problems we are talking about are caused by us. We all know wdeg dds severe
flooding, desert encroachment and all that...I think our people should not be held responsible for what
is caused by industrial activities in the US, China andraibuntries... (17:01)

This is an interesting perspective on ‘responsibility’ for environmental problems. People who link local
ecological problems to global climate change feel they are not directly rédpdos the problem and are less
likely to take ay mitigation measures. This understanding was also tied to the way the public ‘made sense’ of
environmental problems and how these problems were socially construtctednredia and other channels of
mass communication. One participant stated that foreign radio and television stagiache B8C are their only
sources of information about environmental problems affecting thensegs local media hardly give attention
to the environment:

If you turn on the [local] radio or TV all you hear is news whihe achievements of the government.
Issues like [environmental problems] are mostly heard frosidarradio and TV stations like the BBC
because the problem is affecting the whole world. In Nigeria nobaids. (04:01)

The overwhelming view being expressed here was of a form of helpkssand it seemed that communities in
which this was prevalent were unlikely to feel personally responsibtofservation efforts.

Therole of theology in understanding environmental concerns

In each of the narratives described above, experience, environmental kyewtadl context (rather than
religious belief) appeared to influence participants' understandings obemental change. Those religious



leaders who attributed environmental problems to human activities were explgkitlg whether they believed
that ecological problems like erosion and loss of nutrients could be causgteinal forces beyond any human
influence. A number of them revealed that religious scriptures (Bible amdnRuare clear about the
responsibility of humans in managing the natural environment. Theefaifunumans to live up to that 'God-
given' responsibility was seen to produce consequences in the dioremvironmental problems. Other
participants argued that while it is right to see environmental change as 'Gddlsuwiktn communities should
also accept some level of blame for their continued mismanagement of nature.

Some participants situated their understanding of environmental chahgeaypurely theological point of
view, attributing ecological problems to supernatural factors and definingakéGod's will'. One narrative on
this discourse saw specific environmental problems such as floods and desertification as God’s way of
punishing humans for sins such as social injustice, decadencefulreste and so on. Another narrative
suggested that environmental problems were preordained by God andoefgesnmade to religious scriptures
(Quran & Hadith) to support such claims and to explain some chandke physical environment such as
desertification.

Ecological problems as a punishment from God

Environmental problems like desertification, drought and famine andsfla@de perceived as problems
with transcendental causes and interpreted as God’s punishment for humans disobeying His commands,
violating His divine rules and committing certain 'sinful’ acts. Some regms mentioned social injustice,
prevalence of ‘immoral behaviour’ among the major ‘sins’ that attract God’s anger and resulted in
environmental problems as a consequence:

...in one Hadith the prophet was reported to have said that when myg geopmit certain acts, they
will be afflicted by certain problems ...The first among the conseqeemmrding to the prophet is
desertification. That is desert will encroach and drive people from their handefarmlands. The
other consequences mentioned by the prophet are floods, earthqudlasséon. (04:01)

Disobedience and sins can cause destruction of crops and foresesefafid) degradation of the land
and decrease in its productivity or other ecological problems occur esulh of human sins and
disregard for God’s commands. (10:01)

However, it is important to note that not all respondents who understand environmental problems as God’s
punishment disagreed with scientific explanations of human contrilsutioenvironmental degradation:

All these scientific accounts of the causes of land degradation are not diegetiyng the religious
perspective that human’s disobedience of God’s laws and commands causes environmental problems.
(03:01)

Fatalism and helplessness

A belief in predestination offered one explanation for the helplessness feltguwuties in preventing
environmental harm:

All the environmental problems you just mentioned which are affedtimgtire world including our
region have already been predicted by prophet Muhammed (PBUH) imgonanaations. (04:01)

Here, humans were dissociated from being causal agents to environprebtams with the result that
inaction was inevitable. Some participants, however, maintained that althanggieal problems could result
from supernatural forces, humans still had a special responsibilitynimise their impacts. They believed that
God has given humans a unique ability and responsibility to do thHiaggsvbuld improve the quality of the
environment and reduce the threats of ecological problems:

Sure, there is destiny and some problems have natural causes. Hahereeare things you as human
can do to solve problems that app&atural’ or lessen their consequences. (09:01)

Some of the actions that participants conceived as capable of reducing theenefjatits of ecological
problems involved sustainable land use and controlled development. Gopirafaptation strategies revealed
by these participants include tree planting, communal environmental sanaatiopreaching environmental
stewardship.

Spirituality seen asa solution



Some participants who held environmental change as 'natural' prescribed theololgitahss@and
strategies to adaptation. Theological methods of coping with environmentderpsolwvere revealed by
participants as activities such as special prayers and almsgiving to thambareedy. These participants
considered spirituality in the form of renewal of religious piety, kirgp of materialism, religious rituals,
'repentance’ and charity as solutions to environmental change. Fronpdheirof view, sine God’s anger
attracted environmental problems, pleasing Him could prevent or arrest shignso

...people must return to God. All these problems we are confrontdd ame caused by our
disobedience of God’s commands. So people must return to God and avoid sinful acts. (03:01)

It is mentioned in the Quran that there were people who refused to give the mandatory ‘poor due’ or
alms to the needy, as commanded by God, and He (God) sent Angels tg thestrfarms and crops.
When they went to harvest their crops, they discovered that everyidihigeen destroyed. (10:01)

One participant described the significance of Muslim 'special prayers' in migigataght and in bringing
abundant rainfall. Such rituals, according to the interviewee, were carriaghenever there is drought in the
area.

Discussion and conclusion

The goal of this paper was to report on some of the understardfirgysvironmental change within faith
communities in Northeast Nigeria and thus contribute to discussions oractdtttors at play in environmental
debate. The study built on the findings of Djupe and Hunt (2008)h suggested that religious congregations
were effective avenues for the exploration of religious norms aneés/and that the clergy are said to have
significant influence on members perspectives on environmental prebl€hus, our analysis sought to
understand the views of the clergy as well their perspective on coping aptingdto change. The findings
showed that both Christian and Muslim participants perceived ecological ipolas real threats to their
communities livelihoods and future sustainability. However, religion plageohinor role in influencing
understandings of environmental change in all the Christian congregasowell as in some of the Muslim
congregations. Leaders of Christian congregations were more likely thiegan Muslim counterparts to
understand causes of environmental problems in ways that were aunsigite scientific knowledge of
anthropogenic causes. Contrary to reports from studies of Christiamuwgties in the US (Barker and Bearce
2012; Guth et al. 1995) none of the Christian clerics interpreted ecologicmsos punishment from God or
as fulfilment of biblical 'end times' prophecies. In contrast, Muslim participaperted a variety of
understandings of environmental change. Participants representing thea®uift congregations expressed the
view that certain ecological problems like desertification, floods, erosiordenajht were 'natural’, and saw
them either as punishment from God for human 'sinful' acts antedgodss' or as signs of 'end times'. A
minority of participants representing the Salafi Muslim congregationsdascribed ecological problems as
punishment from God for human sins. Other participants fromaklei Sect interpreted ecological problems as
caused by human activities such as excessive exploitation of resourcexantialled growth. All participants
identified pollution due to garbage accumulation as a human-induced envitahm®blem that threatens the
health and wellbeing of their communities. The limited role that religionstride played in shaping
understandings of environmental change among Christians and théyradj&alafi Muslim participants points
to the role of scientific knowledge in dealing with perceived helplessdbshe leaders of Christian
congregations and most Salafi clerics interviewed in our study hadedtdertiary 'western' education whereas
participants from the Sufi faith communities had experienced lower levels of westieatieq.

Our findings have two major implications that are important to futessearch on perceptions of
environmental change and on mitigating environmental degradation in the odemstudied. First, the
findings suggest the need for a rigorous analysis of the ralersfeligious factors such as education and socio-
economic variables in shaping perception and modes of adaptation to envit@nis&ues. Since religious
doctrine was found to play only a modest role in shaping opiniegerding environmental change in some
congregations, further research is needed to explore the role of igouelfactors. Second, the ‘theocentric'
understandings held by some of the participants helps to understgnithevé is insufficient pressure on the
government to find solutions to ecological problems. It also helpspiaiexvhy adaptation solutions proposed
by environmental scientists and governments are not receiving fiperswf the local populations. According
to the Federal Government of Nigeria (Environment 2012), previouggmoges to combat environmental
degradation have failed to yield desired results because they did not buekisting local knowledge and
capacity. Specifically, the report identified local people's perception obtiteauses of ecological problems as
posing a challenge to implementation of environmental policies. Future policiesotkeneed to develop a
more holistic approach that recognises and utilises these perceptionsag that would strengthen the
capacities of the people. People who hold fatalistic views about environmeataechre likely to ignore or



even reject any policy that recommends measures such as changing difestgfleconsumption patterns.
Addressing the challenges posed by rejection of scientific solutions tooemeéntal problems requires
understanding of the worldviews that inform such positions. Wk is intended as a contribution to that
understanding.
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