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 “We believe in a creator God who has entrusted to humankind the care and stewardship of the earth (Genesis 1.28).  We are committed to justice, and the effects of climate change will fall unfairly on the poorest nations.  We are committed to wisdom: to thoughtful reflection and careful action on the evidence before us … We are committed to safeguarding the integrity of creation and to sustain and renew the life of the earth… We are committed to our brothers and sisters in Christ across … the worldwide church, many of whom stand to lose their homes or livelihoods or secure environment.” Bishop of Sheffield Rt. Rev. Dr Croft
Speaking out in faith
[image: Leake Carmen Panorama.jpg]December and January are quiet months in Argentina. We were therefore taken by surprise when in the middle of the peak holiday season we had to rapidly scramble and respond to an avalanche of deforestation projects which the government suddenly felt compelled to approve.   Andrew participated in 4 public hearings, and made written presentations at three others. 

Public hearings can be tense. Landowners who have invested millions of dollars can become (understandably) agitated when their proposals are challenged and getting involved certainly requires “thoughtful reflection and careful action”. 

 (
Andrew nervously addressing a public hearing on a 6,500 hectares deforestation project near Hickman
)In one of these events, held in an isolated little town deep in the Chaco, Andrew was the only voice questioning the proposal and a rather dodgy Environmental Impact Assessment presented by a large agro-industry firm from Buenos Aires. The firm’s consultant had “convinced” a local Indian leader (who Andrew knows well) to argue in their favor. Andrew honestly felt he was wasting his time, and simply prayed that he might be able to give his talk, be done with the event and safely drive the 350 Km back home before nightfall.  

Andrew gave his presentation and sat down. What happened next was unexpected. A local man, an employee of the national government’s agricultural extension program, spoke out strongly against the project, due to its detrimental effect on the local indigenous population. The Indian leader tried to support the proposal but inadvertently made it quite clear his community made use of the affected forest. Greenpeace staff, from Buenos Aires, suddenly appeared in the meeting, and began documenting the event on camera. The landowner was unable to reply to the questions and challenges to the project, and the meeting came to a subdued end.  Andrew was left dumbstruck and reminded of God’s promise (Mathew 10:19): When they hand you over, don't worry about how you are to speak or what you are to say, because in that hour what you are to say will be given to you.
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)[image: 5-DSC_0064.JPG]A similar experience happened in another two very tense hearings in Corralito, where we were also very conscious of God’s guidance (see description in the attached circular from a mission colleague Ed Brice). In this case, the landowners had coerced indigenous community leaders to sign written agreements to allow them to deforest. It looked like a lost cause. Yet here again, events unfolded in an unpredictable manner, and the Indians demonstrated they were totally against the project. We are not sure what the outcome of these hearings will be. They are not legally binding and the government usually approves the project but we shall just have to wait and see now. 

Engaging the Church in Caring for Creation

As we speak out (in faith), the more we are able to engage with others in thinking and acting in safeguarding the integrity of creation and to sustain and renew the life of the earth.   We are working closely with our Bishop, who in turn is engaging other denominations, on an initiative to lobby the governor of Salta, Dr. Juan Manuel Urtubey, on greater controls on deforestation.  We are also discussing a campaign at international level with the Anglican Communion, which we hope to be reporting on over the next months.

Helping those affected by deforestation and climate change is often an issue of justice. We are committed to justice, and the effects of climate change will fall unfairly on the poorest nations. Andrew is working in coordination with Dr. Franco Aguirre, a lawyer for the Pastoral Social program run by the Catholic Diocese of Oran (covering most of the Chaco region in the province of Salta) on what we hope will eventually be one or more legal challenges to deforestation in areas inhabited and used by indigenous communities along the Ruta 81, which is the region now bearing the brunt of the rapidly expanding agricultural frontier. 

Refugio on the Provincial Council for the Environment
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)[image: http://www.salta.gov.ar/images/uploads/27-02-14-gpaps.jpg]Fundación Refugio (our local charity) was recently selected to represent non-governmental organizations on the Comision Provincial de Medio Ambiente (Provincial Commission for the Environment). The commission includes reps from government ministries and business. Its function is to serve as a reference point for the provincial government and a means of consultation with civil society on environmental matters. The commission has until now been totally ineffective and even now has probably only been convened in order to make the government look as though it is consulting with civil society. We, however, feel this is an important (and unexpected) opportunity for us to both engage more effectively with the authorities and to encourage other organizations to do so as well.  

Family News
[image: 1-DSC_0845.JPG]
We rejoice at the fact that Maria is now well on her way to recovery from complex surgery to remove a large fibroid. We thank all those of you who have been praying for her, as it has not been easy. Andrew is restricting his travel for the time being in order to support her at home.

We enjoyed Christmas at home together as a family, prior to Cecilia heading off to the UK and France to visit family and friends. Tomas went trekking to Patagonia. Plans for a summer holiday for the rest of the family have been put on hold.

Prayer Pointers

· Praise the Lord for Maria’s recovery from surgery, and patience with the slow process of healing.
· For Tomas and Ceci as they start their new academic year in Cordoba, and for Carolina back at school.
· For safety in daily travel (especially during school runs). Praise the Lord for the provision of a new vehicle (first time we have had airbags and ABS brakes) 
· Praise the Lord for new opportunities of engaging with Churches in Creation Care. Pray for the proposed lobby campaigns, both local and international.
· For our ongoing work, especially as we seek to make the most of our appointment to the Provincial Environment Commission. 


Contact: andrewleake@gmail.com
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