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Vassar-Ochanomizu
Student Forum on Environmentalism/The 9t International Student Forum:
Afterthoughts

Hiromi Dollase and Peipei Qiu

We are in an era where we face serious climate change. We can no longer ignore this extreme threat.
What can we do for the environment? How can we adapt to this change? The 9™ International student
forum, which took place on Vassar campus from February 17 to the 21%, was a great opportunity for us
to take a step to address these questions. Through the forum we educated ourselves on various
environmental issues and learned about the efforts that have been made to protect our environment.
Coincidentally, Vassar College declared a Climate Emergency on February 19th, in order to formalize
“the College’s dedication to ambitious sustainability initiatives while simultaneously instituting a
renewed sense of urgency surrounding the climate crisis.”* This timely forum dealt with an urgent global
topic which we deeply care about.

The forum commenced with Professor Shin Moriyama’s keynote speech, “Establishing a Global
Environment for All World Citizens to Live Comfortably." His talk explained how he started the
international student forum back in 2012. He discussed the educational value of holding a space for
college students to exchange opinions and emphasized the significance of multicultural co-existence for
future global citizens. He encouraged students to actively express opinions and to cultivate skills in
communication by overcoming the differences of cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Professor
Moriyama’s speech delivered the core educational mission and the very goal of the forum.

Besides Professor Moriyama’s talk, there were two lectures, one by a Vassar professor and one by an
Ochanomizu professor. Professor Jodi Schwarz’s talk, “Corals in a Rapidly Warming World,” reported her
study of the coral reef in Sekisei Lagoon, explaining how coral is a significant base of the marine food
chain and how easily it is impacted by environmental changes. Professor Schwarz emphasized that
humans should become symbiotic partners with nature and that researchers should have dialogue
beyond disciplines and geographical borders. Professor Misako Kato’s talk, “Biofuel Production from
Microalgae,” discussed this promising future of biofuel source. She showed the process of how oil is
extracted from algae. Explaining how it is already used for various products, she stressed its great
benefits. These lectures approached the topic of environmentalism through the diverse perspectives of
biology, chemistry, language education, cultural learning, etc., helping us realize the richness and
universality of this topic and the value of dialogue in a cross-disciplinary space. The participation of
faculty members from the two institutions made this forum special, academic, and educational.

During the opening days Vassar’s President Elizabeth Bradley and Dean William Hoynes gave welcoming
remarks. In addition, Professor Yu Zhou of Geography gave a brief introduction to the Summer Projects
in China sponsored by the Luce Initiative on Asian Studies and Environment. Last year, she took seven
students to Chongming Island and supervised their environmental research projects. The forum included
these students’ presentations.



Overall, student presentations at the forum covered a wide range of fields and subjects on both
environmental issues and environmental protection. Presentations that dealt with environmental issues
include the topics of e-waste, nuclear energy and waste, overfishing, water shortage, endangered
animal species and birds, microplastic, etc. Topics which touched upon efforts toward environmental
protection include environmental vegetarianism, ecological art festival, agricultural community, eco-
fashion, eco-business, and eco-branding. Students shared their ideas and proposals for the future as
well; their presentations discussed examples of future green energy, innovative inventions, and the
possibility of bioplastic. The discussion of environmentalism was not limited to the natural environment
but extended to social environment; there were talks on issues of foreign workers, aging society,
minority groups, and community’s response to natural disasters. Students examined how to stop
discrimination and how to create an inclusive community. We were impressed by the students’ in-depth
research and linguistic abilities, as well as their active participation in discussion. We were amazed how
enthusiastically both Ochanomizu and Vassar students engaged in conversations and exchanged
opinions and views.

Although the majority of the participants in the forum are not specialists of environmental study, we
believe that it is very important to think about global environmental issues as our own. We can imagine
that, after the forum, many of the students will be paying more careful attention to e-waste and looking
for places where e-waste is collected. The students will also be thinking about where food comes from
and eating more mindfully than before, and be considering how our daily actions would influence the
environment. This awareness is an important outcome of the forum.

Throughout the forum, we, the teachers, also contemplated our roles as educators. Before the forum,
we thought hard about how we could make it successful. Through the forum, we learned that teacher’s
role is to provide direction and a learning space, and to facilitate the students to make the forum work.
The forum’s success is evident from the students’ reports after the forum: many expressed that the
forum was an amazing experience and that they had unforgettable time meeting with the Japanese
students in person; they hope that there are similar programs in the future. The forum’s success was
also clearly reflected in the laughter and smiles we saw and the warm friendships that the students
cultivated.

We would like to express our appreciation for the hard work of Professor Moriyama and would like to
thank him for bringing such an active and bright group of students to Vassar. Our appreciation also
extends to the support of his teaching assistant, Ms. Ayumi Arnold. We are also deeply grateful to
Professor Misako Kato for taking time out of her busy schedules to come to Vassar to give a lecture and
support us. Last but not least, we thank the administration of Ochanomizu University for its long-time
support to the meaningful exchanges between the two institutions.

This forum at Vassar was realized by the sponsorship of the Chinese and Japanese Department, with the
generous support of The Global Campus and Studies Working Group of the Engaged Pluralism Initiative
(EPI), the Luce Initiative on Asian Studies and the Environment (LIASE), and the Office of the Dean of
Faculty.

Lastly, we would like to express our respect and admiration for Professor Moriyama for continuing the
international student forum for nine years. It is our great honor that we were able to hold the 9% forum
at Vassar campus. We sincerely hope that the two schools’ relationship will continue to grow, deepen,
and prosper.



! Annabelle Wang, “Vassar declares climate emergency, creates climate change minor,” The Miscellany News,
February 27, 2020.
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