
What is planned for the Global Environments Summer Academy 2015? 
 
The Global Environments Summer Academy evolves every year, and in keeping with this 
tradition the 2015 edition will retain some elements of previous academies while introducing 
innovations. Generously hosted by the Center for Development and Environment and held in 
the World Trade Institute on the University of Bern campus, GESA provides numerous 
opportunities to leave the seminar room setting and explore sites further afield in Switzerland. 
 
As last year, we will start the Academy with the highly popular Salvia Goethe Retreat in the 
Bernese Alps led by transformative educator and facilitator Emily Ryan. She will guide the 
diverse group of arriving participants to come together through Dynamic Engagement, a Goethean 
Approach to Connection. The retreat will again be held at Gemmi Lodge in the mountain village of 
Kandersteg. The learning community that emerges from the nearly five days in the mountains – 
engaged with deep ecology exercises, learning and practice of the Goethean method, and 
mindfulness approaches – will be fully engaged, self-reflective and deeply supportive of one 
another and the process as a whole.  
 

 
Eda Elif Tibet (Turkey) and Silvia Forno (Italy) participating in the Salvia Goethe Retreat 2014. 

 
When we return to Bern, we settle into the University of Bern student dormitories that will be 
our home for the remaining two weeks of the Academy. We spend the weekend exploring 
communications with a session on socio-environmental documentaries and a practical workshop 
on video that will bring us to an organic farm in the rural hinterland of Bern.  
 
Early in the academy, we visit the headquarters of the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation for a session on the Post-2015 Sustainable Development Agenda with Michael 
Gerber1, the Ambassador and Special Envoy who is preparing Switzerland's position on the 
SDGs and representing it in international negotiations and bodies. We will visit sites in Bern with 
Foodways Consultants2 to understand contemporary approaches to address food wastage, travel 
to Gland to interact with colleagues from the IUCN, environmental Foundations and NGOs, 
and hold public talks by GESA participants at a cultural center in Bern. 

                                                        
1 https://www.eda.admin.ch/post2015/en/home/process/representative.html  
2 http://foodways.ch/en/  
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Ambassador Michael Gerber presenting his perspective on the Sustainable Development Goals in GESA 2014 

 
We will integrate plenary lectures from environmental and social activists as a new element of the 
2015 summer academy.  We start with Alastair McIntosh3, a Scottish writer, academic and 
activist who will speak on spiritual activism. Ashish Kothari4, founder-member of the Indian 
environmental group Kalvapriksh, joins us later in the second week to explore environmental 
justice. Liza Zogib5, founding director of DiversEarth – an international NGO working at the 
interface of nature and culture, will address culture and conservation in a special session held at 
IUCN headquarters in Gland, Switzerland during the third and final week of the academy. 
Finally, anthropologist Jeremy Narby6 will speak on intelligence in nature and mutually affective 
relationships between people and plants, following a morning roundtable on diverse worldviews 
of well-being.  
 
Something else new this year is a day-long interaction with faculty and participants in the ETH 
Zurich World Food Systems Summer School7. In collaboration with researchers from the Center 
for Development and Environment of the University of Bern, we plan to explore land grabbing 
and foreign direct investment in agriculture, food wastage, and more broadly development, 
livelihoods and smallholders.  
 
With mornings dedicated to plenary lectures and roundtables, we leave afternoons for practical 
sessions and hands-on learning workshops.  Although some of these are still to be confirmed, we 
hope to cover podcasting, mapping, building action networks and a discovery of alternative 
foodways in Bern through art and culinary adventures.  

                                                        
3 http://www.alastairmcintosh.com/  
4 http://www.kalpavriksh.org/index.php/kalpavriksh-members/116-about-us/kalpavriksh-members/114-ashish-
kothari  
5 http://diversearth.org/about-page/  
6 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremy_Narby  
7 https://www.ethz.ch/en/the-eth-zurich/sustainability/education/summer-and-winter-schools/world-food-
systems-summer-school.html  
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Liza Zogib speaking about culture and conservation at IUCN headquarters in Gland 

 
And speaking of foodways, keep in mind that we always ask GESA participants to contribute to 
our ‘ethnobotany breaks’, a celebration of food sovereignty and dietary diversity that allows us to 
share our diverse food traditions and explain their cultural context and significance. Although 
coffee and tea will be available in the seminar room throughout GESA, the ethnobotany breaks 
provide a culturally and ecologically appropriate alternative that make the conventional coffee 
breaks pale by comparison. 
 

 
Ashish Kothari leading an ethnobotany break at GESA 2014 



In the early mornings, we draw on the diverse backgrounds and experiences of GESA 
participants to explore the aesthetic and creative side of global environments, something we call 
‘creative preludes’. Participants self-organize to present art, music, poetry, environmental games 
and free-spirited ecological thinking that inspire them and their work. In keeping with the 
practice of interactive peer-to-peer learning, we leave time – especially in the evenings – for 
participants to organize their own sessions on topics of interest. Stimulated by all that GESA 
offers, participants often regroup during their downtime – meal times are often spontaneously 
collaborative affairs and many trek together to the beautiful Alps on days off – to ponder their 
learning and deepen their connections with each other, forging lifelong relationships and 
developing exciting ideas for future collaborations. 
 

 
Yoga was featured as one of the creative preludes in GESA 2014 

 
In GESA, we have steadily evolved toward a focus on solutions rather than problems: we have 
found that the participants are quite well versed in the controversial environmental and social 
issues of the day, and are keen to discuss what can be done to resolve these challenges. For this 
reason, we have adopted a TED8 talk style for participants’ presentations, which are delivered 
initially at the opening Dynamic Engagement retreat. At the beginning of the third week, 
participants will present final talks, open to the general public, in the Progr9 community hall.  
They will be videoed and posted on the Global Environments Network YouTube channel10 with 
the goal of advancing participants' careers and outreach.  
 
There will be opportunities for participants to review our efforts in a mid-term and final 
evaluation, and to plan future collaboration in sessions on regional academies, community 
exchanges and alumni collaborative projects that are all part of our emerging Global 
Environments Network. We look forward to inviting a new group of participants in 2015 to join 
us for this celebration of diversity, life and learning.  
 
 
 

                                                        
8 http://www.ted.com/about/our-organization/how-ted-works  
9 http://www.progr.ch/en/  
10 https://www.youtube.com/user/GlobalEnvironments  
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Other scenes from the Global Environments Summer Academy: 
 

 
Temesgen Olango (Ethiopia) in front of the camera during the GESA 2014 video workshop 

 
 
 

 
Daniel Abreu (Dominican Republic) delivering his GESAxBern TED-style talk at the Turnhalle Café  

 


