Irish Bishops’ Conference — “Returning to Nature”

Biodiversity 'gardens' in Irish dioceses

The decision by the Irish Bishops' Conference to allocate one third of parish land
for the care of biodiversity reveals the concrete commitment of religions, and in
particular the Catholic Church, in the planning, implementation and development of

solutions oriented towards environmental protection.

More specifically, according to the decision of the Irish Bishops' Conference in the
General Assembly held in March 2023, parishes have been asked to «expand circles
of solidarity, to protect and care for biodiversity and creation on 30% of their land,
and to care for this as a haven for pollinators, which the whole community can enjoy»
(Irish Bishops' Conference Spring Declaration 2023).

A goal that can be placed in the broader framework of actions to counter the
ecological crisis related to the Platform of Initiatives “Lawudato si” and that appears,
moreover, to be inspired in its concrete formulation by the commitment made at the
UN Conference on Biodiversity 2022 (COP15) by the 196 signatory countries of the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework to allocate 30% of the land and 30% of
the oceans to nature by 2030, in order to actively contribute to the preservation of
integrity, connectivity and resilience within all ecosystems. Nonetheless, in the run-
up to the international summit on biological diversity, over fifty religious bodies and
organisations had already expressed a particular interest in safeguarding biodiversity
and signed a call to action - addressed both to world leaders attending the UN Summit
and to their own communities - to represent their commitment to the development
of long-term, «scientifically proven strategic plans to regenerate, protect and nurture
the Earth's ecosystems for the next decade and beyond» (Faith 2020: Call to Action for
the UN Biodiversity Summii).

In the context of such sustainable environmental design, the creation of natural
habitats in Irish places of worship significantly marks the spiritual commitment of
various religious communities to promote integral ecology. In fact, the creation of
biodiversity 'gardens' contributes not only to the preservation of the vatious species
of native flora and fauna in danger of extinction (as asserted during the Irish Citizens
Assembly on Biodiversity held in September 2022), but also to the creation of green areas
that can favour the recovery of the «different levels of ecological balance: the inner
balance with oneself, the solidarity with others, the natural balance with all living
beings, and the spiritual balance with God» (Pope Francis, Laudato si, On the Care
of the Common Home, no. 210).



In this direction, the Irish Bishops' Conference has indicated to the patishes the
guidelines to be observed for the conservation of biodiversity in their grounds. The
following have been suggested: an initial mapping of land for pollinator gardens with
the help of the ‘Church Grounds Mapping - Care for our Common Home platform, the
formation of a parish group to carry out the work, the establishment of a biodiversity
conservation day to raise awareness in their faith community, as well as a series of
practical actions that are more likely to benefit Irish pollinators and which are more
specifically set out in two specific documents:“Faith Community Pollinator Plan” and
“Gardening for Biodiversity”.

Among the parish communities that have joined the project are: St. James' Church
COI, Beechwood Church, Manresa Jesuit Centre of Spirituality, Our Mother of
Divine Grace, St Michael's & All Angels Meadows, St. Mary's Church, Catlow Town,
Church of the Holy Spirit, Dennehy's Cross, St Mary's Church - Carrigaline, Eco
Parish Garden, St Peter and Paul's Catholic Church, Dennehy. Mary's Church, Catlow
Town, Church of the Holy Spirit, Dennehy's Cross, St Mary's Church - Carrigaline,
Eco Parish Garden, St Peter and Paul's Catholic Church, Dennehy's Cross, Church
of the Three Patrons Rathgar Parish (All-Ireland Pollinator Plan 2021-2025). In such
realities, it is possible to observe how the use of land restoration and adaptation
techniques, even with the prospects opened by new technologies, does not change
the natural balance.

It is evident that the destination to the preservation of biological diversity of green
spaces pertaining to church buildings can have an important impact in the definition
of models and programmes oriented towards progress towards sustainability.
Nevertheless, if shared with local institutions and other religious communities, it can
certainly contribute to the realisation of those processes of change that are essential
to the common and responsible safeguarding of nature.

The creation of biodiversity 'gardens' in the Irish Catholic dioceses is in fact a
concrete example of ecological conversion on a personal, and social, level. Even from
such a project it emerges, in fact, how religious organisations are important
community anchors in the promotion of a 'shared' ethic of responsibility towards the

environment and creation.

Caterina Gagliardi



https://www.catholichewsagency.com/news/255165/ireland-s-bishops-decide-to-return-30-percent-of-church-grounds-to-
nature-by-2030
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Ireland’s bishops decide to return 30%
of Church grounds to nature by 2030
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Killorglin Parish, Co. Kerry, Biodii/ersityGarden, Septeber 2022. | Photo credit : Jane Mellett

By Anna Kurian

Dublin, Ireland, Aug 27, 2023 / 05:00 am

On the Emerald Isle, which draws many tourists for its green, unspoiled
landscapes, Catholic bishops are in the process of becoming pioneers in the
implementation of the encyclical Laudato Si’. They have set a goal for their



dioceses and parishes throughout the island: “Return 30% of Church grounds to
nature by 2030.”

The origin of this initiative, according to Bishop Martin Hayes, episcopal
coordinator for the Laudato Si’ Working Group (LSWG) of the Irish Bishops’
Conference, stems from a COP15 gathering in December 2022 in Montreal (a
U.N. conference on biodiversity) where participants agreed to “return 30% of
land and sea to nature by 2030.” During the event, more than 190 nations came
to an agreement after four years of negotiations.

The Irish Church immediately began to follow through.

“We thought it was a great development internationally and we wondered what it
would be like if the Church did the same thing,” said Jane Mellett, the Laudato
Si’ officer with the Irish Catholic organization Trocaire and part of the 12-
member Laudato Si’ Working Group, which was born in the wake of the 2015
encyclical.
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Archdiocese of Dublin World Youth Day Pilgrims planted 10 Irish native trees before their pilgrimage to Lisbon, Portugal,
July 2023. Credit: Jane Mellett

After launching the project last March, the Irish bishops published resources to
implement the proposal in July.



“When we talk about Church grounds, we talk about the green area around each
parish church which is usually a public space,” Hayes explained. This could
involve a vast territory, since in 2022, a survey conducted by the Association of
Catholic Priests (ACP) counted 1,355 parishes and more than 2,650 churches or
Mass centers across the 26 dioceses of the country.

As the first concrete task, parishes are invited to form a group “to assess their
parish grounds and map out an area with a view to returning 30% back to nature
by 2030.” Hayes has advised them “to engage with local expertise from
gardening centers and with horticulturalists.”

As a way of mapping for biodiversity, the Church proposes on its website a
“Grounds Checklist” to help assess the properties. Parishioners are invited

to list their natural resources — whether it’s a native hedgerow, natural
stonewall, vegetable plot, compost system, or even an orchard or fruit bushes.
To make part of the Church grounds “a haven for pollinators and biodiversity,”
simple and practical steps are detailed. For instance, the community can plant
pollinator-friendly bulbs, install a bee hotel, create a tree nursery, sow shrubs
and flower beds, promote alternative energy sources, or organize a recycling
system.
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Declan Crowley from the Killorglin Care for Creation group, September 2022. Credit: Jane Mellett
Even in urban centers, Mellet said, “almost every church has some green space,
and they could look at their car park, at window-boxes, to plant pollinator flowers
not necessarily through grassland but in other ways.”

An ‘incredible step’ focused on the biodiversity crisis

In an interview with CNA, Ciara Murphy, who works as an environmental policy
advocate within the Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice in Dublin, welcomed the
bishops’ initiative as “an incredible first step.”



“It sounds like a simple task, but it's actually a very important initiative because
there is a lot of focus on emission and climate but this one focuses specifically
on the biodiversity crisis,” she said.

The Irish bishops, she went on, “are showing very good leadership, proposing
something that parishes and communities can really get behind.”

Event in Killorglin Parish for Season of Creation 2022 - sharing of seeds, vegetables, flowers from the garden. Credit:
Jane Mellett

According to Murphy, many churches have a front lawn or a piece of land, and
graveyards can be considered as well. “We can make them more biodiversity-
friendly by trying to reduce pesticides or herbicides in the areas... It may even
be as simple as putting a rainwater planter at the end of the gutter, or taking up
a space in front of the church to plant some pollinators plants,” she explained.

Murphy, who is co-author of the recent book “The Parish as Oasis: An
Introduction to Practical Environmental Care” with Kevin Hargaden, underlined
that “grassroots work has already been done” in Ireland. She mentioned the “All-
Ireland Pollinator Plan” — to which the bishops refer — in which faith-based
communities are involved. Already, “there are a lot of examples around Ireland
where people have made changes,” she asserted, giving the example of a
church “where for every christening and every wedding, they gifted the parents
... a tree to plant in their home or family home.”

According to Mellett, there is a lot of interest in this new project.

“The National Biodiversity Data Centre is very happy about it; they said it will
make a massive difference to local biodiversity around the country,” she said,
adding that “raising awareness is no longer an issue for us; it’'s on our news
every day. What people want to hear is what they can do and how they can
come together to do it.”



Five weeks to reconnect with ‘sa naduar’

Mellett pointed out another event promoted by the Irish bishops: the

upcoming Season of Creation, celebrated from Sept. 1 to Oct. 4, established
by Pope Francis as an annual World Day of Prayer for the Care of Creation.

“In the past five years, the participation has grown massively. Each year we see
an increase, many people go through Laudato Si’ courses, etc.”

On the homepage “Care for our Common Home,” the Catholic bishops offer a
wide variety of resources for the Season of Creation focused this year on the
theme “Let Justice and Peace Flow” (cf Amos 5:24).

Killorglin Parish, o. Kerry,iodivrsity Garden, September 2022. redit: Jane Mellett
Often absorbed by the digital world, the faithful are encouraged to reconnect
with nature — “sa nadur” in Irish — by “listening, looking, feeling” and
“appreciating God’s ‘book of nature.” The bishops also recommend including a
general intercession every Sunday during the Season of Creation and
organizing a special blessing of family pets on the feast of St. Francis of Assisi,
Oct. 4.

For Murphy, these initiatives don’t stop there.

“In Laudato Si’, it's really clear that environmental care is not an option, it's an
integral part of our faith,” she said, noting that the defense of the ecosystem “is a
good space to link the biodiversity groups and the parish groups. It's a lovely
way to build communities and communication.”

“It's not just a matter of managing the ground,” Murphy told CNA. “It can be also
a kind of spiritual exercise to work in the garden, work in nature, trying to foster
something better from what was there.”



