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BY SHIRA SILXOFF

HEN London's Kol
Chai Reform Synna-
gogue decided to
renovate its build-
ing. some members
hoped to garner support for
the installation of solar pan-
els among the rest of their
congregation.

To help them was EcoSyna-
KOogue, an organisation that
encourages environmental sus
tainability and awareness in the
British Jewish community, one
shul at a time

Headed by Rabbi Jonathan Wit-
tenbery. of the Masorti movement.,
Rabbi David Mason, of the Ortho-
dox United Synagogue union. Rab
bi Mark Goldsmith. of the Move-
ment for Reform Judaism. and
Rabbi Tanva Sakhnovich, of the

€ There is an audit

for everything
in the church?

British Liberal Judaism move-
ment. EcoSynagogue’s goals and
ideals appeal to all streams of
Judaism.

Launched in February, 2018. the
idea for EcoSynagogue began
alfter Rabbi Wittenberg mel envi-
ronmentalist and founder of
EcoChurch Ruth Valerio, at an
interfaith retreat.

*1 was taken with how there i1s
an audit for everyvthing in the
church, in all aspects . . . how they
treat food. to teaching and their
communities. I asked if this could
be translated into the Jewish way
of living.” he recalled.

“The lockdown interrupted us,
but EcoSynagogue continued to
develop on its own, and we still
have a close relationship with

40 UK synago
Environmenta
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EcoChurch. and the multifaith
voice is significant.”

EcoSynagogue's primary aim is
to encourage all synagogues to
recister for, and participate in,
their Environmental Audit.

There are five categories of the
Environmental Audit: communi-
tv: prayer and teaching: lifestyle;
land. building and consumables;
and community and global
engagement.

A synagogue participating in
the audit must have an environ-
mental policy in place, and the

president Marie van der Zyl aduring a vegan brunch at Garnethill

congregation's leadership, includ-
ing the rabbi, will have made for-
mal commitments to improve the
environmental credentials of their
synagogue.

This may include: delivering lec-
tures on environmental issues
during services, incorporating
environmental awareness as a
teaching theme in childhood edu-
cation and youth work, and
encouraging members Lo take
measures to reduce their personal
carbon footprints.
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tenberg added.
Following the launch_of EcoSy-
nagogue, Rabbi Wittenbersg

blogeged about his hopes for his
new movement.

“We must now look urgently at
what has to be done in our syna-
gogues . . . I feel ashamed at what
sometimes goes into bin bags after
kiddush,” he wrote.

“My plan is to stop this practice,
and soon. I want to end the use of
products that are cruel to ani-
mals, bad for the environment or
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produced in exploitative ways,

o1 want to emulate what is noy,
widely practised by churches apg
synagogues in the US: the cre.
ation of close ties with local farm.
ers or g1-owers“'

Indeed, since he expressed hig
hopes almost three years ago, cop.-
gregations across the UK haye
taken them to heart.

Muswell Hill Synagogue, led by
Rabbi Mason, has taken signifj.
cant steps to ensure that its com.
munity follows the Environmenta)
Audit as closely as possible.

Judith Devons, the EcoSyna-
gogue leader for Muswell Hill Syn.
agogue, outlined some of the
changes her congregation had
made since the launch of the
movement.

«e have been plastic-free since
September 2019. We have factored
ecological guidelines into our
building plans, for example, get-
ting a rapid steam dishwasher,”
she explained.

“We are buying more fresh food
in season — locally grown, as
much as possible. To minimise
food waste, we have issued some
updated guidelines for kiddushim
guantities.”

Other steps the community has
taken include giving food to those
in need, placing colour-coded
recycling bins around the build-
ing, and providing weekly eco tips
to congregants in the online
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supplies often flown
and appearing ready
packaged on the shelves of our
local supermarkets.”

She stressed the importance of
her own community becoming
more eco-{riendly

“We don't have to come face to
face with the decimation of rain
loresls as we continue to protect
and enjoy our closest natural envi-
ronments

"But the climate emergency is a
reality for people who live accord-
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The Kol Chat Synagogue first

Approached EeoSynagogue carlier

this year for help to butld support
wiLthin the congregation for the
installation of solar panels. as
part of the building's refurbish

ment plan

e kKey to obtaining approval
for the installation of the solar
panels was to build support within
the community on measures Lo
» Kol Chat’s environmental
impact. and also showing the
Mnancial benefit to the communi-
tv.” recalled Michel Collins, a
member of the community's
Green Group.

“We held a series of events,
ncluding a well attended Green
Debate, which generated a lot of
interest within the community,
and resulted in a large number of
people joining the group.

“We also held a Green Shabbat,
and various Zoom meetings, in
order Lo [pursue] our agenda."

After gaining support from an
environmental perspective, the
group reassured doubtful commu-
nity members that the visual
impact of the solar panels would
not be significant. that mainte-
nance would be minimal, and that

nppliers would be reliable

Colling salid that the proposal
showed that not only d1d the solay
panels prove to be beneficial MHrom
an environmental standpoint, but
om an economic one Loo

Our buflding does not have a
was supply, =0 our electrielly usage
I8 high, solar power offered aignin
cant savings,” he explained,

'he approximate installation
cost of £10.500 is expecled Lo be
recoversd within 10 yvears, and the
estimated electricity il savings
over 25 vears I8 fooeast at approxl-
mately S456,000."

Simblar projects have been inll-
ated with the help of EcoSynn
EoRue

After the Unitod Synagogue's
Ruislip Shul adopted the Environ-
mental Audit, the congregation
calculated that it would be finan-
cially beneficial Lo Install a lower
celling to reduce heat loss.

With some 10 svnagogues across
the UK currently participating in
the Environmental Audit, EcoSy-

nagoguo, In partnership with the *

Board of Deputles, looked to
expand even further, taking on
COP26in Glasgow.

AL the start of the conference,
EcoSynagogue operated a stall,
having been selected from among
4,000 hopeful applicants.

“It's very positive that the
Board of Deputies and EcoSyna-
gogue have this physical presence
at COP26,"” said board president
Marie van der Zyl.

"By the Jewish community
being out in force, alongside other
voices from civil soclety and fel-
low faith communities, we are
joining together to send a clear
message to the COP negotiators:
the world is watching, and we are
united in our need for you to suc-
ceed.

“It's no exaggeration to say that
the future of the planet depends on
what world leaders agree in Glas-
gow.”

To sproad awareness nhead of
the conference, ReoSynagogue
hosted a Carbon Zero event at the
Jowiah Mugewm In Camiden, Lon-
don, In Octobor

The ovent, ‘Carbon Zero, If not
now, when?' was hosted by the
IeoRynagogue rabbinic team, ns
woll as Chief Rabbl lEphraim
Mirvis, nnd Mra van der Zyl.

The event oxplored why Jewlsh
communities should be engnged
with the elimate omorgency, and
the waves Joewlsh communities in
the UK and abrond are engaged in
onvironmental Initintives,

During the gathering, the Chlef
Itnbbl stressed tho importance of
climato nctlion,

“What [ do In my kitchen In my
home makes all the difference to
the ontire world,” he sald. "No one
is an {sland, no one can say this
has got nothing to do with me, and
I don't have Lo bear responsibility.

“We have to bear the responsibil-
ity individually and collectively
for this horrifying situation which
threatens our world and threatens
our grandchildren and our great-
grandechildren. They are the ones
who [will] be directly affected in a
most serious way."

Also addressing the issue as a
matter of religious obligation and
urgency was Rabbi Wittenberg,
who believes Judaism sees envi-
ronmental awareness as an imper-
ative.

“Yesterday we read the portion
of Noah in the Torah in which God
promises a covenant between God,
humanity, and all life on earth,”
Rabbi Wittenberg said.

“We are the middle party in that
covenant, and now is perhaps the
most urgent time in the history of
humanity to play that role of
partnership and interdependence
with all living things.

“Judaism teaches us v'shinan-
tam levanecha (you should teach
yvour children the Torah). But
there won't be a Torah to teach

our children if there 1sn’t a world
in which they can live.”

PBesldes running a stall during
COP26, EcoSynagogue held an
IieoShnbbal nt the weekend whére
participants were encouraged to
cook vegan Shabbat meals and
plan their preparation in a more
sustainable way — for example by
using eco-friendly dish soap.
reusable dishes, and replacing tin
foll and cling film with alternative
zero-waste options.

The organisation has also pro-
vided resources for children in
order to include them in the
process and educate them about
the issues.

“The issue of climate change is
of critical importance but, sadly,

€Bear responsibility
individually
and collectively?

it has often been regarded as a
fringe issue by the mainstream of
our community — a ‘nice to have’
rather than the absolutely crucial
discussion it is,” Mrs van der Zyl
said.

“Through our partnership with
EcoSynagogue, I believe we've
started to change people’s minds.
In recent months, more syna-
gogues — of all denominations —
are becoming EcoSynagogue
members, and making significant
changes for the better.

“The global conversations
around COP26 have had an impact
on people, but the leadership
shown by leading rabbis of all
denominations has been a vital
aspect of this transformation.

“Protecting the planet for
future generations isn't just the
right thing to do, it’s the Jewish
thing to do.” (Jerusalem Post)
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