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The Commonwealth Jewish Council (CJC) 
is an umbrella organisation that connects 
over 35 Jewish communities around the 
Commonwealth with the wider Jewish 
world and its resources.

We are now faced 
with the fact 
that tomorrow 
is today. We 
are confronted 
with the fierce 
urgency of now. 
In this unfolding 
conundrum of life 
and history, there 
“is” such a thing 
as being too 
late. This is no 
time for apathy 
or complacency. 
This is a time 
for vigorous and 
positive action.”
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Foreword: 
Tomorrow is today

The public debates around 
our changing climate are 

sometimes framed as though 
the threat lies in some distant 
dystopic future. Because 
dystopias form such a strong 
part of our shared culture, 
from Nineteen Eighty-Four to 
A Handmaid’s Tale, it is easy, 
perhaps convenient, to think 

of the destruction wrought by global warming 
as an avoidable phenomenon in our collective 
tomorrows. This is as wrong as it is dangerous. 
Passing the buck down the generations is not 
only morally repellent, but it also ignores the 
most important fact about damaging climate 
change: that it is happening now, today, in our 
own times. Dystopia  
has arrived. 

We experience it in the extreme weather 
patterns we witness each year, from floods  
to fires to typhoons to droughts to hurricanes.  
We feel it in the rising temperature of the air 
around us. We see it in the images of vast 
shelves of ice crashing into the oceans as the 
ice-caps melt. We feel it keenly when we see 
vibrant coral reefs turned to stone, biodiverse 
forests burnt to ashes, and species of flora  
and fauna as old as creation made extinct  
by our hand. 

We especially see the damage of climate  
change in the small island developing states, 
from the Caribbean to the Pacific, where  
rising sea levels threaten their very existence, 
and salt-water flooding destroys farmland  
and water supplies for whole populations. 

These small island nations, dotted across the 
Caribbean, Atlantic, Indian Ocean, South China 
Sea and Pacific, have done the least to contribute 
to global warming, and yet are suffering the most 
from its effects. If ever there was a case of large 
nations needing to fulfil duties of care to small 
ones, as spelled out in the Paris Agreement, it is 
the responsibilities we owe to the small island 
developing states. As the Torah commands us: 
‘Justice, justice shall you pursue.’ 

All of us, from the world’s presidents and 
parliaments, to the world’s communities and 
citizens, need to renew our efforts to stem 
harmful climate change. We need to harness 
the technological revolution to discover new 
ways to work, travel and consume without 
carbon. We need emergency measures to 
support small island states, on the frontline  
of disaster. We need to make changes to our 
own lives and habits.

Small and poor countries are suffering 
environmentally disproportionately to larger 
and richer ones. The system of international 
finance leaves many with unmanageable 
debts, despite pressures to get their economies 
and infrastructure back on track following 
environmental disasters. Poorer countries 
can find little incentive or capacity to change 
to environmentally more responsible ways of 
running their infrastructure. Such countries 
simply cannot afford to change something that 
currently performs, which is why we must urge 
richer countries and the international finance 
system to find ways to incentivise expenditure 
on infrastructure change, for the benefit of 
all of us. If we really do believe we’re all in one 
world, interlinked by its climate and biosystem, 
such help is simply enlightened self-interest.

We can view 2021 as the year to ensure our 
voices are heard and the Commonwealth can 
and should play a leading role in this process. 
With the United Nations summit on tackling 
climate change, dubbed COP26, coming to 
Glasgow, Scotland in November 2021, we have 
an opportunity to press the case for solid action 
from the governments of the world to stem 
climate change. We can view 2021 as the year 
to ensure our voices are heard. 

This manifesto is written from a Jewish 
perspective and calls on Jewish communities 
throughout the Commonwealth and beyond to 
put our traditional values into practical effect, 
through our own communal institutions and 
networks. I hope it will reach a wide audience 
and add to the growing clamour for action on 
climate change and I hope it will amplify the 
voices demanding change and energise those 
wanting to make a difference today.

Lord Mendelsohn,  
President, Commonwealth Jewish Council
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The Commonwealth Jewish Council 
(CJC) works to enhance links between 
Commonwealth Jewish communities, 
advocate on their behalf, and to give voice to 
their concerns, commitments, principles and 
positions on the wider international stage. 
We are players on the Commonwealth stage 
and active across the Commonwealth, in 
promoting our values and causes.

The CJC is an umbrella organisation that 
connects over 35 Jewish communities 
around the Commonwealth with the wider 
Jewish world and its resources. 

We encourage our affiliate communities  
to develop their activities, to understand 
their needs, share their successes, 
introduce them to new and innovative 
approaches and to provide support and 
security for their preferred Jewish practice 
and lifestyle.

We believe that the values of the 
Commonwealth, and the values  
of Judaism, are in happy alignment.  
The 2013 Commonwealth Charter  
outlines the Commonwealth goal of: 

promotion of world peace, and 
influencing international society 
to the benefit of all through the 
pursuit of common principles and 
values, Affirming that the special 
strength of the Commonwealth 
lies in the combination of 

our diversity and our shared 
inheritance in language, culture 
and the rule of law; and bound 
together by shared history and 
tradition; by respect for all states 
and peoples ... and by concern for 
the vulnerable.

Our document Shared Values Common Causes 
explores in detail the linkages and echoes 
between Commonwealth values, and the 
teachings, beliefs, and activities of thousands 
of years of Jewish life and tradition. 

This is especially true of caring for our natural 
environment, where our tradition places the 
individual in the context of the collective, 
with a responsibility of one for all. The idea 
of tikkun olam – the imperative to repair the 
world – requires acts of kindness, care and 
sacrifice however large or small, which  
benefit the community as a whole. This  
non-selfish approach is at the heart of all 
climate campaigning.

Our ‘Small Islands Big Challenges’ campaign 
uses the Jewish New Year of Trees, Tu 
B’Shevat (or Arbor Day as celebrated 
in Australia, Canada, New Zealand and 
elsewhere), as the platform for campaigning 
on raising awareness about biodiversity and 
climate change. We also express concern, 
rooted in our values, for the environmental 
impact on small island development states 
in our recent document Small Islands: Big 
Challenges. 

Climate Change and the 
Commonwealth Jewish Council (CJC) 
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The idea  
of tikkun 
olam – the 
imperative  
to repair  
the world – 
requires acts  
of kindness, 
care and 
sacrifice 
however large 
or small.”
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The threat posed  
by climate change

It is right that the efforts of the world’s 
governments and citizens are focussed on 

the health of their nations during the Covid-19 
pandemic. In every part of the world, the terrible 
effects of the disease have been felt. 

By November 2020, over one million people  
had died, and many millions more were 
infected. Every citizen has faced huge  
changes to their ways of life, every government 
has had to deal with the social and economic 
consequences. 

However, an even greater threat than  
Covid-19 confronts us, one which poses 
a greater challenge to governments and 
communities and could have an even more 
devastating impact on our health, wellbeing,  
and economic prosperity. 

In the years and months leading up to the 
first cases of Covid-19, the world’s attention 

Scientific evidence for 
warming of the climate 
system is unequivocal.
Intergovernmental Panel  
on Climate Change

Small Island States  
are on the front line  
of climate change:

90%  
of Dominica’s population  
lives on the coast. 

50%–80%  
of Papua New Guinea  
is less than one metre above sea level. 

Six out of ten  
beaches in Grenada will disappear  
if the sea rises by just one metre. 

was increasingly focussed on tackling the 
threat of climate change. The terrible wildfires 
in Australia, the floods across Asia, the 
lengthening lists of endangered species,  
and the voices of NGOs, scientists and 
protestors, all placed climate change at the  
top of the global agenda. 

Greta Thunberg 
became the voice 
of a generation.”
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The Intergovernmental Panel on  
Climate Change (IPCC), which includes 
more than 1,300 scientists from around 
the world, forecasts a temperature rise 
of 2.5 to 10 degrees Fahrenheit over the 
next century unless we prevent it. 

Scientists predict that this rise in 
temperature will mean:

More extreme weather – hurricanes, 
typhoons, droughts, and floods. It’s 
happening already: the 2019 Atlantic 
hurricane season saw above-average 
storms for the fourth year in a row, 84 
people were killed by Hurricane Dorian in 
the Bahamas, and Hurricane Humberto 
destroyed US$25 million worth of 
property across Bermuda. Monsoons and 
landslides have raged across Asia, from 
Nepal to Bangladesh. 

Rising sea levels – the level of our 
oceans has risen by about 8 inches 
since we started to keep records in 1880. 
Scientists project it to rise another one 
to 2.4 metres by 2100. The ice-caps are 
melting, turning millions of tonnes of ice 
to water, threating more floods, and the 
destruction of coastal areas and whole 
island nations. 

Threats to the world’s biodiversity – 
one in ten species of plant and animal 
on earth will be extinct if we carry on 
business as usual. From the coral reefs 
to the rainforests, we are destroying the 
habitats for millions of forms of life.

Population movement and global conflict 
– the IPCC predicts that global warming 
will mean more flooding, harvest failures 
and threats to public health. This will 
drive mass movements of people, 
exacerbate conflicts over resources such 
as fresh water, and drive regional conflict.

A climate change campaigner from Stockholm, 
Sweden, born in 2003, harried the world’s 
governments and shamed the slowness of 
their response. Greta Thunberg became the 
voice of a generation demanding more certain, 
speedy steps towards slowing the rate of global 
warming. For a moment, it seemed like the 
world was listening. 

Climate change is threatening current settled 
human societies, and only human activity, 
coordinated on a global scale, to stem and then 
reverse global warming, will save us. This is 
now the accepted view of the world’s scientists, 
aside from a tiny but noisy minority of sceptics, 
professional contrarians, and irresponsible 
political populists. We believe in the science.



Living in the Maldives
More than half of the territory of the 
Maldives is less than a metre above  
sea level.

After all, as a 
People we know 
what it is like to 
try to live without 
one’s homeland 
and to fear sudden 
dislocation from 
our homes  
and communities.”
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Small Island Developing States 
are on the front line

The small island developing states (or ‘SIDS’) comprise 51 nations and territories 
across the Caribbean, Pacific, Indian and Atlantic Oceans, representing some of the 

most beautiful and most fragile places on earth. Many of these small island developing 
states are members of the Commonwealth, from Antigua and Barbuda, to Vanuatu. 

Small island developing states contribute 1% of the 
world’s carbon emissions. 

Their economies are tiny compared to the USA, China, India and Europe. Yet they 
face the most immediate danger, and even total destruction.

Rising sea levels represent a clear and present danger to life and wellbeing in these 
islands. Changing patterns of rainfall and increased evaporation of fresh water add to 
the problem. These places often have underdeveloped economies with a reliance on 
living and working along the coast. 

According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) one-third of the 
population of all small island developing states lives on land that is below sea level, 
making these communities susceptible to floods and adverse weather. 

Many, especially in the Caribbean and Indian Ocean, are reliant on tourism to their 
beaches. They are susceptible to tropical storms, cyclones, and contamination of the 
fresh-water supply by sea water, damaging agricultural production. Fresh water is 
becoming an ever-more scarce resource. 

It is clear that the developed nations of the world have a duty to protect these states 
and territories most at risk. As the Jewish communities of the Commonwealth, we  
have a special role in keeping the threat to small island developing states at the top  
of the world’s agenda, and holding global governments’ feet to the fire when it comes  
to delivering the Paris Agreements. After all, as a People we know what it is like to  
try to live without one’s homeland and to fear sudden dislocation from our homes  
and communities.

Living in the Maldives

More than half of the territory of the Maldives is less than a metre above sea level.
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Harnessing the 
technological revolution

Today’s technological revolutions may well 
contain the seeds of a solution to global 

warming. As a global village, we need to pool 
our research and development into new  
forms of carbon capture and storage (CCS),  
in renewable wind, wave and solar power, in 
new ways to create buildings which generate 
their own power and contribute nothing to 
global warming, new ways to travel without a 
carbon footprint, new ways to mass produce 
without creating a sea of indestructible plastic. 

For example, the development of graphene 
might make it possible to make power 
generators which use hydrogen from the air 
around us, to create cheap and super-efficient 
ways to turn sea water or polluted water into 
fresh drinking water, and to make anything 
made from metal rust-proof, from super-
tankers to tower-blocks, thus saving resources. 
Graphene can also replace most items made 
from single-use plastics. 

Nano-technology, digitisation, and automation 
have the potential to dramatically cut 
greenhouse gas emissions and clean up 
our environment. The ‘fourth industrial 
revolution’ also has the potential for negative 
impacts: scaling up mass-production, driving 
greater careless consumption and generating 
automated unsustainable agriculture which 
eats up the natural world. Our approach must 
be to welcome technological advance where  
it adds to sustainability and resist it where  
it threatens the planet. 

Most importantly, we cannot just wait for 
technology to fix the problem. Hoping 
something will turn up to repair the damage  
is not a viable strategy. 

Remarkably, our rabbis taught two thousand 
years ago, that if you are planting a tree and 
someone comes to say that the Messiah has 

come, finish planting the tree first, before going 
to greet him. Their point is, that future hope is 
all very well, even wonderful, but that does not 
give us permission to neglect what we can do 
right now.

The technological revolution does not obviate 
the pressing need to tackle climate change now. 
We cannot tell those coastal communities in 
the small island developing states to wait until 
someone invents a machine to help them. 

What is needed is practical support here 
and now. For example, many of the financial 
instruments, such as loans to repair flood 
damage, developed by the world’s agencies to 
help victims of extreme weather, are slow and 
cumbersome, and only get to those in the worst 
possible situations. 

Communities on other islands, deemed 
relatively prosperous, are being battered just as 
hard by floods and hurricanes and yet may not 
qualify for immediate emergency action.

Article 11 of the Paris Agreement  
recognises that developed countries have  
a duty towards small island states and spells 
out the imperative to: 

‘facilitate technology development, 
dissemination and deployment, 
access to climate finance, relevant 
aspects of education, training 
and public awareness, and the 
transparent, timely and accurate 
communication of information.’ 

We must do more to hold the world’s 
governments accountable for their 
commitments and make the instruments 
of international aid more responsive to the 
realities of climate change. 



The technological 
revolution does not obviate 
the pressing need to tackle 
climate change now.” 



12       In Pursuit of Climate Justice | The Commonwealth Jewish Council | Manifesto for tackling climate change

In 2019 the Commonwealth Jewish 
Council (CJC) launched the Small Islands 
Big Challenges campaign and published 
our Action Pack. 

This was our direct response to the  
climate emergency, calling for resources  
to go where they are needed most.

We made the case for:

•   ensuring the UN Security Council is 
employed to address clear threats to 
the security and survival of any country, 
including the biggest threat of all – 
global warming 

•   enhancing resilience through assistingin 
the rebuilding of housing stock in 
compliance with newly-imposed cyclone 
building standards, ensuring that 
coastal developments are above tsunami 
and storm surge levels, considering 
climate change and sea-level rise when 
rebuilding infrastructure and enforcing 
of minimum construction standards 

•   committing to supporting human 
settlement and infrastructure through 
assisting with hazard mapping,  
improved forecasting, and early  
warning systems, as well as improved 
insurance provision

•   supporting public health through the 
development of a health surveillance 
and forecast system; strengthening of 
data collection and reporting systems; 
vaccination and other public health 
education campaigns

•   supporting enhanced water resources 
through more efficient management  
of both demand and supply;  
improved monitoring and forecasting 
systems for floods and droughts; 
desalinisation of sea water.

These things have become more  
urgent, more pressing, in our post-
pandemic world. That’s why we are  
issuing our new manifesto In Pursuit  
of Climate Justice. 

Small Islands Big Challenges
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What you can ask governments and businesses to do

Because we are active across the Commonwealth we can highlight the issue of climate change 
with governments from Australia to Zimbabwe. In June 2021, the Commonwealth Heads of 

Government Meeting (CHOGM) will take place in Kigali, Rwanda, with climate change at the top of 
the agenda.  
 
In November 2021, the United Nations (UN) summit on climate change – COP26 – will take place 
in Edinburgh, Scotland. The year 2021 presents a huge opportunity for all of us to pile pressure on 
the world’s governments and big corporations to agree a robust strategy to stem global warming.

We need to make our voices heard by decision-makers: governments, corporations, major 
institutions and international bodies.

1We must demand that the world’s 
governments deliver on their 
promises as part of the Paris 

Agreement to keep global temperatures 
below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-
industrial levels, and to limit the 
temperature increase even further  
to 1.5 degrees Celsius.  
 
That means action plans at the heart  
of government, with buy-in from the top 
of government, and clear national targets.

2We must insist that as the global 
economy recovers from recession, 
it is not at the expense of the 

environment.  
 
That means, post-pandemic, we need  
a renewed effort to switch to low-carbon 
public transport, energy supplies and 
manufacturing processes.

3 Governments and major bodies 
must do more to protect green 
spaces, forests, jungles, and marine 

environments, to end deforestation and 
protect endangered species.  
We can start with our local authorities, 
businesses, schools, colleges, 
synagogues, and employers.

4The developed world must honour 
its commitments to the developing 
world, in terms of international 

aid and investment as well as more 
responsive financial arrangements and 
instruments to address the inordinate 
costs to many small island nations as they 
strive to respond to ever increasing and 
repeated damage to their environments.  
 
This is especially true of flood defences, 
flood-resistant building programmes, and 
other measures in the small island states 
and other coastal areas which face the 
greatest immediate threat.  
 
This includes better insurance against  
flood damage.

5We need to rethink our patterns of 
consumption, trade and travel so 
that we balance the need for trade 

and tourism with the needs of the planet, 
so we promote ethical, fair trade as a 
means of equity not exploitation, and we 
reduce the impact of air travel, which is 
one of the major contributors  
to greenhouse gases. 
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What you can do to stem climate change

Whilst governments, 
corporations and  

institutions must take the lead,  
we can all, as individuals, play 
a crucial role. There is a huge 
need for us to take personal 
responsibility and to do our bit, 
no matter how small. In Judaism, 
there is the idea of tikkun olam, 
encapsulating the importance 
of the individual’s place in wider 
society, and the responsibility  
to perform acts which add to  
the sum of social justice.

We can all make small but 
significant steps towards  
saving the world.

1 Rethinking our  
travel habits, for work or 
leisure, to reduce our carbon 

footprint. If we drive cars less 
and use public transport more 
(especially when powered by 
renewables) we help reduce global 
warming. If we all try to walk and 
cycle more, we improve public 
health, personal fitness, and mental 
wellbeing, not only becoming more 
resilient to pandemics, but also 
reducing congestion, pollution,  
and carbon emissions. Avoiding  
air travel where possible makes  
a major contribution to the  
world’s ‘net zero’ target.

2 Rethinking our  
eating habits. If we try  
to eat more locally-grown 

and produced food, we reduce 
‘food miles’ and cut carbon. We 
can choose local fruit and veg in 

season, support local markets,  
cut food waste, avoid food, and 
drink in plastic packaging, and 
even grow more of our own 
produce if possible. This must be 
done in ways which do not damage 
developing countries’ export trade.

3 Rethinking our shopping 
habits. We can make choices 
as consumers which drive 

demand for environmentally-
friendly products and services, 
using market forces to change the 
ways goods are manufactured and 
services provided. We can choose 
to bring our own shopping bag, 
avoid goods in packaging, reject 
single-use plastic, back ethical 
suppliers, and support  
local outlets.

4We can support local 
community environmental 
schemes, through our 

own communal networks and 
institutions like schools and 
synagogues, such as planting 
bio-diverse bee-friendly gardens, 
switching to renewable energy 
suppliers, reusing, and recycling, 
and avoiding plastics. 

5We can use our voices and 
platforms, to encourage  
our friends and families,  

our leaders, and governments.  
We can use our positions on 
boards and committees, as  
elected representatives, and 
community leaders, as activists  
and neighbours, to raise awareness 
and take action. 
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Share your 
stories and 
pictures online  
so others can  
be inspired.”

Call to action

•   Use this Manifesto to promote 
awareness and discussion in your local 
groups and community. 

•   Draw up your own Action Plan and 
demands for local change. 

•   Find out what your government is  
doing on these issues and consider  
how to lobby them for further action  
or applaud them on their activity.

•   If you have cordial relations with other 
religious communities in your country, 
consider how to work with them for a 
more encompassing campaign on these 
issues.

•   Build on your local success stories, for 
example micro-finance schemes to help 
coastal communities.

•    Share your stories and pictures online 
so others can be inspired.

Remember the words in the ancient rabbinic 
commentary Ecclesiastes Rabba 7:13: 

‘think of this and do not 
corrupt the world; for if you 
corrupt it, there will be no-one 
to set it right after you.’ And 
further, our rabbis tell us in 
the Talmud ‘Even though you 
cannot complete the task, you 
are not free to desist from it’.

The climate and its challenges are far too 
big for any one of us, but that only means 
that we should always strive to win allies 
to this cause.



Contact:  
Robby Hoffman,  
General Secretary, 
Commonwealth Jewish  
Council (CJC) on  
robby@cjc.org.uk

If not for the  
trees, human life 
could not exist.”
Midrash Sifre to Deuteronomy 
20:19 (2nd/3rd century 
rabbinic commentary)


