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Earth: An investment for life
Let’s Begin

The mystery of Easter IslandThe mystery of Easter Island

The vanished civilisation of Easter Island is one of the most 

fascinating mysteries of the world. Easter Island is a small 

and remote island in the Pacific Ocean, more than 3000 

kilometres west of the coast of South America. Its mild climate 

and volcanic soil should have made it a paradise with lush green 

tropical forest. But early Western explorers were surprised to note 

that the island was bare. There were no trees, only small shrubs 

or grasses. No native animal life other than insects existed. 

The only things in the landscape were striking stone images 

called Moai, around 200 of them, with more than 700 hundred 

lying abandoned in stone quarries. These sculptures and 

other evidence spoke of a complex civilisation with a population 

of around 20 thousand. But the explorers found only a few 

thousand people on the island. They did not have proper boats, 

they had never seen people outside of the island, as they had not 

travelled outside of their island. But where had that civilisation 

disappeared and why? What had happened to the abundant 

plant and animal life that must have supported this ancient 

civilisation?



220  |  STUDENTS’ WORKBOOK

Geographer Jared Diamond proposed a theory based on 

archaeological excavations, analysis of pollen buried in soil, 

study of the diet of ancient islanders as well as their oral 

traditions. According to these studies, Easter Island was a 

Pacific paradise, a subtropical forest with several species of trees, 

plants, birds and animals when the founders of the civilisation 

came there in boats around AD 400. They settled down in 

the plentiful island. Over time, their numbers grew. They ate 

locally available plants and fruits. They had small gardens 

where they grew a few crops. The Easter Island settlement began 

to flourish, and within a few centuries they began to carve 

giant stone images. The people on the island cut trees to create 

gardens and grow crops, build houses, make canoes. Steadily, 

the forests began declining. Less plants meant less pollen, so 

less seeds. Also, the soil fertility reduced; so crops could not 

be grown. The forests could not grow back. The animals and 

birds, dependent on the forests, decreased in number when their 

habitat was destroyed. The various clans of the island now 

began fighting with one another for resources. They began 

consuming the remaining birds and animals, which soon 

became extinct too. Left with nothing, the islanders turned 

into cannibals. They fought and consumed one another till 

the flourishing population reduced drastically and was almost 

wiped out. A civilisation that rose saw its downfall (end/

collapse) due to its unchecked usage of resources.
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Jared Diamond’s theory serves as a warning to the human race 

as to what could happen if we cut down our forests and use the 

Earth’s resources irresponsibly. The fate of Easter Island and its 

population could become the fate of Earth and its inhabitants!

Reflect and AnswerReflect and Answer

1) �What led to the downfall of the civilisation that once existed 

on Easter Island?

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

2) �Is the story of Easter Island relevant in current times? Why/

Why not?

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
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Homosapiens or human beings are blessed with extraordinary 
intelligence. We are capable of complex thinking — such as 
reasoning, analysis and discrimination. This gives us the power 
of behaving out of choice, rather than instinct. Thus, we humans 
are the makers of our destiny. This ability has allowed our race to 
modify and control the environment according to our choice.

Very early on, human beings discovered that they could grow food. 
This led to the formation of settlements, and agriculture became 
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the main source of food. However, for the longest period of our 
existence, the changes made to our environment were to fulfil 
our basic needs. The human race lived in harmony with nature. 
The tools used for agriculture did not harm the environment. 
But a major change in this lifestyle occurred with the industrial 
revolution.

It led to a chain of events that began the Human-influenced Age. 
Human beings are, without doubt, the dominant species on our 
planet. We have managed to change the face of the earth.

What has been the impact on our environment?

For thousands of years, most of the human race lived an eco-
centric life, i.e. a life focussed on the environment. Most of the 
ancient cultures in the world, the Africans, Native Americans and 
the Asians (including Indians) co-existed in harmony with their 
environment. They respected and even worshipped the animals, 
rivers, mountains and forests. They considered themselves a part 
of nature.



223  |  STUDENTS’ WORKBOOK

But the industrial revolution, which originated in the UK and 
then spread to other parts of the world, led to a change in the 
way the whole world viewed the earth. This led to development 
and advancement of humanity, unfortunately at the cost of the 
environment.

Technology has no doubt seen great advancements in several 
fields. Can it also provide the solution to the big question 
that mankind is facing today: what do we prioritise – human 
development or environmental conservation?

Where does the earth stand today?Where does the earth stand today?

What is the state of affairs of the earth? Where are we headed 
as a planet?
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Singapore: Where do We Stand? Singapore: Where do We Stand? 

Singapore’s rapid development has placed significant pressure 
on its environment. First, loss of natural habitats through 
urbanisation and land reclamation has reduced forests, wetlands, 
and mangroves to a fraction of their original size, leaving less than 
0.5% of primary rainforest. Second, this has created biodiversity 
pressure, with species like the Sunda pangolin endangered, 
even as others like otters adapt to city life. Third, air quality 
and carbon emissions remain concerns, with industrial activity 
and regional haze adding to pollution. Fourth, water stress is a 
challenge, as limited natural sources cannot keep up with rising 
demand, requiring energy-intensive solutions like desalination 
and NEWater. Finally, Singapore faces the urban heat island 
effect, with concrete buildings and reduced greenery causing 
temperatures to rise faster than the global average, increasing 
reliance on air-conditioning. Together, these issues show the 
environmental cost of intense growth.

The human race has neared the peak of progress in many areas. 
But our environment is faced with many challenges, such as 
global warming, depletion of the ozone layer, over consumption 
of resources and pollution, which could affect the future of our 
planet. Our actions from now on will decide where we are headed 
– into the future or becoming a part of history. 

It is important to understand that human activity will always have 
an impact on the environment. The most sustainable way ahead 
for us is to create as little impact as possible on the environment 
in order to maintain the delicate balance that exists in nature. 
What is the best way to do this, given the current crisis our 
planet is in? Do we put nature before ourselves? Do we give 
equal importance to human development and environmental 
conservation? The choice is ours. What we choose to do as 
individuals, societies and nations will determine the course of our 
future. The key to the future lies in our hands.

What do you choose?
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Home activity: Identify the problemsHome activity: Identify the problems

Research and note down the causes of the environmental 
problems that Singapore has faced or still faces. Also identify and 
mention the kind of world view or value system that could have 
led to each of these issues.

An investment for the futureAn investment for the future

Activity A: 
Can we eat money?

Read this famous Cree Native American saying.

What does the saying convey? Do you agree?

What is the best investment we can make for our future?

Only when the last tree has died and the last river been 

poisoned and the last fish been caught will we realise we 

cannot eat money.

- Based on Cree Native American saying- Based on Cree Native American saying
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Those who live close to nature understand that the most valuable 
resource, the most precious belonging we have is, Nature. The 
simple,  Native Americans knew this long before the impact of 
modernisation led the educated scientific community to the same 
conclusion.  The Indigenous community have showed us how their 
connection to the land and their approach to life is always with 
respect to nature and their environment. 

Now, let us read about the indigenous peoples of this region 
who lived in deep connection and harmony with nature thereby 
showing us the power of conservation, compassion for land and 
animals.

Living in Harmony with Nature – The Orang Laut and Orang AsliLiving in Harmony with Nature – The Orang Laut and Orang Asli

Before modern cities, skyscrapers, and highways, the Malaya 
region — which includes today’s Singapore, Malaysia, and 
parts of Indonesia — was home to indigenous peoples who 
lived in deep connection with nature. Two such groups were the 
Orang Laut (“People of the Sea”) and the Orang Asli (“Original 
People”).

The Orang Laut – Guardians of the SeaThe Orang Laut – Guardians of the Sea

The Orang Laut lived along the coasts and small islands near 
Singapore and Johor. Many of them spent most of their lives on 
boats, moving with the tides and seasons.

They survived by fishing, collecting sea cucumbers, and trading 
with passing ships.

They knew the currents, winds, and stars like a map in their 
minds.

The sea was not just water to them — it was a living companion. 
Before fishing, some groups offered small prayers to the spirits of 
the sea, showing gratitude and respect. They treated the sea as a 
partner, not a resource to exploit.
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The Orang Asli – Keepers of the ForestThe Orang Asli – Keepers of the Forest

Deep in the forests of Malaysia lived the Orang Asli. Their 
homes were simple huts, surrounded by rivers and tall trees.

They practiced shifting cultivation, growing small crops without 
clearing too much forest.

They gathered wild fruits, herbs, and honey, always leaving 
enough for the forest to heal.

Their traditions included taboos against over-hunting certain 
animals or cutting sacred trees.

They lived with restraint, taking only what was needed for 
survival.

A Way of Life at RiskA Way of Life at Risk

As modern cities expanded, forests were cut down and coasts 
were developed. The Orang Laut and Orang Asli found their 
traditional ways harder to maintain. Many had to move to towns 
or work in new jobs. Yet, their stories remind us of a time when 
people lived in complete balance with nature.

Reflection for us - the modern day SingaporeansReflection for us - the modern day Singaporeans

In Singapore, we live in one of the most modern cities in the 
world. Yet we face real challenges: climate change, waste, and 
protecting our green spaces. The Orang Laut and Orang Asli 
show us that living simply, respectfully, and sustainably is not 
just an ancient idea — it is a modern necessity.

Our is not separate or distant from us. The wisdom of 
indigenous peoples can guide us to build a sustainable and 
compassionate future.
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Reflect and AnswerReflect and Answer

1.	What do you admire most about the way the Orang Laut and 
Orang Asli lived?

2.	In what ways do you think modern Singapore can apply their 
lessons of sustainability?

3.	How can you, as a student, practice small acts of harmony 
with nature in your daily life?

This example points  out the different levels of involvement 
to protect our environment. Governments, communities and 
even individuals can play a part in ensuring the well-being of 
the environment. In fact, our environment can be saved only 
by the efforts of everyone – the government, organisations, 
both commercial as well as service-oriented, the community 
and individual citizens. The most powerful among these is 
the individual. Transformation of our country begins with the 
efforts of each one of us.

The ancestors who lived in our land have shown us the power 
of ‘one’. When each one of us is committed to protecting 
our environment, our communities will follow our lead. 
Communities will then be able to guide the government 
towards responsible leadership. The change has to begin with 
each one of us. So let us make a beginning. Let us start with 
little things that can make a big change for our most precious 
possession – the earth.

Adjusting our attitudesAdjusting our attitudes

Our value systems determine our attitudes, which, in turn, 
decide our behaviour. People have different kinds of attitudes 
towards the environment and environmental issues. These 
attitudes determine a nation’s outlook towards the environment. 
So, it is important to be aware of the attitudes prevalent in our 
country and the impact they can have on our environment.
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Activity B: 
My resources vs. Our resources

There are some resources that belong to you or your family. There are some resources that belong to you or your family. 

Then there are some resources that belong to the society as Then there are some resources that belong to the society as 

a whole. Classify the things you have or use – into either of a whole. Classify the things you have or use – into either of 

these categories.these categories.

Things that belong to me or my Things that belong to me or my 

family – personal resourcesfamily – personal resources

Things that belong to all – Things that belong to all – 

shared resourcesshared resources

Is there any difference in the way one should use personal 

resources and shared resources?

Discuss what would happen if:Discuss what would happen if:

• �everyone used your personal resources the way they wanted

• �an individual used shared resources with the same freedom 

as using personal resources
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My right vs. our dutyMy right vs. our duty
The most common attitude when it comes to personal resources 
is, “I have the right to use my personal resources the way I choose 
to.” However, we cannot extend the same attitude to shared 
resources. Rather than being ‘my right’, it is our collective duty 
to use shared resources responsibly so that they are available to 
everyone and are of the highest quality.

Food for thought:Food for thought: All resources, personal or shared, have 
ultimately originated from the earth. And these resources belong 
to all living beings on the earth. So, do we have the right to use 
them irresponsibly? The ideal way is to find the right balance by 
exercising my right to use without overstepping our duty of using 
responsibly. It is possible to do so, if we adjust our needs and 
wants accordingly.

Activity C: 
What’s your attitude?

Here are some common attitudes people have with respect to Here are some common attitudes people have with respect to 

using natural resources in our country. Do you agree or using natural resources in our country. Do you agree or 

disagree with them? Discuss with your class the reasons for disagree with them? Discuss with your class the reasons for 

your answer. Share some instances when you have seen these your answer. Share some instances when you have seen these 

attitudes come into play.attitudes come into play.

I will protect resources that belong to my family and I will protect resources that belong to my family and 

me. But I need not bother about protecting resources that me. But I need not bother about protecting resources that 

belong to everyone.belong to everyone.

�Someone else will take care of shared resources. �Someone else will take care of shared resources. 

After all, it belongs to everyone.After all, it belongs to everyone.
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�It is my duty to protect the resources I share �It is my duty to protect the resources I share 

with others.with others.

�Why should I take the trouble of protecting a �Why should I take the trouble of protecting a 

shared resource when no one else is doing so?shared resource when no one else is doing so?

�What difference will it make if I conserve a �What difference will it make if I conserve a 

resource?resource?

�Others may make fun of me if I do what is �Others may make fun of me if I do what is 

right and take care of our resources.right and take care of our resources.

�I won’t conserve resources, nor will I allow �I won’t conserve resources, nor will I allow 

others to do so.others to do so.

�As long as I am happy, I need not worry about what �As long as I am happy, I need not worry about what 

is happening to my country and its resources.is happening to my country and its resources.

�Our country does not have any environmental �Our country does not have any environmental 

problems.problems.
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Which of the above attitudes do you think are beneficial Which of the above attitudes do you think are beneficial 

for our environment and which are not?for our environment and which are not?

Can you identify which of these attitudes have been Can you identify which of these attitudes have been 

reflected in the cartoons below?reflected in the cartoons below?

People and their attitudes!People and their attitudes!
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Activity D: 
Show your attitude

Discuss in groups the following common issues we face in Discuss in groups the following common issues we face in 

our country. Mention the attitude and actions you would our country. Mention the attitude and actions you would 

take, or suggest to others. Justify your attitude and take, or suggest to others. Justify your attitude and 

actions, and also explain the impact they would have on actions, and also explain the impact they would have on 

your environment.your environment.

1) The council has stopped waste collection in your 

suburb. You see people in your suburb dumping waste in 

street corners and empty lots. You need to dispose your 

waste too. What would you do?

2) Max studies in Secondary four He is very particular 

about switching off the fans and lights whenever 

his classroom is empty, as he does not like wasting 

electricity. All his classmates make fun of him for this. 

Max feels discouraged. He is considering stopping his 

habit of switching off the fans and lights so that he can 

avoid getting teased. What would you advise Max to do?
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We can contribute greatly to the well-being of our environment if 
we let go of our destructive attitudes and cultivate constructive 
ones. A simple way to do this is to cultivate the attitude of a 
caretaker. Just as we are careful about how we use the things in 
another person’s house, let us be careful about using the earth’s 
resources. Let us use them in such a way that those who come 
after us will be able to benefit too.

We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors. We borrow it from 
our children.

- Unknown- Unknown

The world are facing grave environmental problems due to unrestricted 
human activity. We have to decide as individuals, communities, societies 
and humanity what we want our future to be and act accordingly.

Let’s RememberLet’s Remember

What I liked most about this lesson…

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

I learnt that 

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

My Space My Space 
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Interview timeInterview time

Interview your grandparents or other senior citizens in 
your locality/community. Ask them about their lifestyle 
when they were young. Was it a sustainable lifestyle? Given 
here are a set of questions to get you started. You can take 
the help of your parents/family members/guardian to add a 
few more questions.

Name of the interviewee:

Age:

1) �What type of house did you live in? Independent house/
flat? 

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

2) �What materials was your house made up of? 

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

3) �Did your house have electricity? If not, what was the 
source of light for the house?

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

4) �What measures did you take to keep cool in summer and 
warm in winter?

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

5) What was the energy source used for cooking?

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

Engage Engage 
with Family
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6) What was the main source of water for daily needs?

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

7) �What was the source of food such as fruits and 
vegetables?

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

8) �Did you have a refrigerator? If not, what measures did 
you take to increase the shelf life of food items?

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

9) How did you manage the waste generated at home?

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

10) How did you travel from one place to another?

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

11) �Give examples of what was used traditionally to clean 
one’s teeth, body and hair.

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������


