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Excellencies, Authorities, Institutions, dear colleagues from Abu Dhabi and the United Arab Emirates, friends who have come in large numbers from all over the world, and young people who, for the third time in our history, are participating in the conference that brings us the indispensable and precious voice of the new generations.
First, I would like to thank the local organising committee (the Environment Agency), which, with commitment and conviction, pursued the goal of holding our congress here, providing a dynamic platform for dialogue and collaboration.
I sincerely thank all those in Abu Dhabi, the Emirates and remotely who contributed to the success of our twelfth global meeting.
The 2024 WEEC congress embodies a global commitment to environmental education, which our host country generously demonstrates by also assuming the presidency of the International Union for Conservation of Nature.
The UAE’s role as host has been crucial, creating a ripple effect that I hope will extend far beyond the congress, inspiring impactful change worldwide.
Twenty years have passed since the first congress in Portugal, and twelve congresses are an outstanding achievement.
Each time, we present the most appropriate reflections for the moment we are going through in a rapidly accelerating world, the most recent research and the most effective practices.
Each time we meet in a different place on the globe, which is also a different crossroads of history, because the context is constantly changing around us and because each destination bears the mark of various traditions, cultures, economic and social structures as well as holds the mark of events of history and is affected by the events of the present, which is the construction of the story that we will read in the future.
Since the future is a collective invention, the future results from the actions, choices and hopes of the estimated 8.1 billion people who inhabit the Earth or the approximately 8.5 billion who will be on Earth in 2030, the year in which the United Nations Agenda turns.
Environmental education has a great responsibility to contribute to this future invention.
A historical crossroads is also a deadlock: which road or path to take? The crossroads of history is more complex than a fork or a crossroads. It’s a tangle of trails that branch off into the forest or tracks out into the desert. Today, the climate, ecological, economic and geopolitical “polycrisis” makes the web of possible paths even more complex and uncertain.
First, I want to emphasise that environmental education is an education for the future.
Here in Abu Dhabi, we are at a crucial crossroads. 
We are in Asia, but almost at the crossroads of three of the five, or six or seven continents (depending on the criteria) and about the same distance, as the crow flies, from the geographical centres of these three (Asia, Africa, Europe) and the other continents. 
I would like to recall that in Abu Dhabi, on 4 February 2019 (so we are on the fifth anniversary), the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar al-Sharif and the Muslims of the East and West, together with the Catholic Church and the Catholics of the East and Wes signed the “Document on human fraternity for world peace and living together”.
The document referred to the signals of a “Third World war being fought piecemeal.”
Well, World Congresses are also a great opportunity for education leaders worldwide to meet. Thanks to the World Congresses, we are aware of this “closeness between East and West, between North and South” that the Declaration on Human Fraternity called for “among all believers, indeed among believers and non-believers, and among all people of good will”. 
The declaration identified full citizenship, peace, rights, dialogue and mutual respect among the objectives.
Well, when the signs of a “third world war in pieces” are multiplying, environmental education is also an education in eco-citizenship, multiculturalism and peace. It is perhaps also an education that, historically born in the countries of the North, must be “decolonised”, giving more space to the knowledge, points of view and languages of the countries of the South.
Alongside the challenges of education for the future and the challenge of education for planetary eco-citizenship and peace, I see a third challenge.
The forest in which we wander as educators in the formal and non-formal sectors is a forest of disciplines in which the educational pathways of school and university are fragmented. But even outside of school and university, there are hidden separations, watertight compartments, both in our own work and the whole context that surrounds us, made up of structures and people imbued with separations between disciplines and specialised languages. 
Interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity are subjects of great importance in general and even more so for us. The environment is at the crossroads of perspectives and is the ideal ground to build interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity. However, be careful: this is not an abstract question with only academic implications.
This challenge has many implications: it calls into question Western science, the relationship between expert knowledge and traditional and empirical knowledge, raises ethical-political questions and involves a profound reorganisation of knowledge, structures, and laws. It requires considering socio-diversity, biodiversity, and the relationship between humankind and nature. 
What better opportunity, in short, to demonstrate the centrality of environmental education?
This question brings us to an important conclusion and announcement.
To conclude, I would like to quote a phrase suggested to me a few days ago by my colleague Samy Zalat of Egypt’s Suez Canal University: “Mainstreaming of Environmental education on all levels is crucial”.
The World Congresses and the WEEC Global Network were born for this. To promote the quality of environmental education and increase its effectiveness, expand and consolidate the international community of environmental educators, and ensure that each of you returns home after a congress with more ideas and energy. 
I invite all of you to strengthen the community and use it to build partnerships, projects, and research initiatives, utilise our website and social media channels, and celebrate the World Day for Environmental Education this October.
Finally, I promised an announcement. 
Learning processes are essential. Through learning, we acquire the elements to move between the paths of history and the cases of life. 
We can learn well or poorly. We can become selfish and individualistic or supportive and cooperative. We can absorb conservative or innovative knowledge. 
Unlike material growth, which is impossible on a finite planet, learning has no limits. 
Forty-five years ago, the seventh report of the Club of Rome (which we all remember since MIT’s first report, “The Limits to Growth”) published a report entitled, precisely, “No Limits to Learning.” 
Today, the importance of learning in dealing with “polycrisis” leads us to revisit the crucial relationship of learning to build a desirable future together.
So here is the announcement: a journey between the Club of Rome and the global WEEC network begins, with the aim of better understanding the nature of learning today, considering the message that “No Limits to Learning” has sent in the face of the immensity of the task of improving the quality of human beings.
The message is summed up in one sentence by the Italian Aurelio Peccei, founder of the Club of Rome: “What we all need at this point in human evolution is to learn what it takes to learn what we should learn - and learn it.”
The work of the Twelfth World Congress, which opens this morning, will also help us on this journey.
Good congress to all of you!
