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Throughout history the Arab world has contributed w ith major developments 

within science, the arts, architecture and more. But during the last century this 

development has regressed. With the weak democratic development and the history 

of regional conflicts, several countries in the Middle East have fallen far behind in 

their development and progress. The Tällberg Foundation is therefore, initiating a 

project to Restore Paradise in the Middle East. The project aims at bridging divides 

by focusing on the possibilities. Through the restoration of ecosystems and by 

turning it into a profitable and replicable concept more restoration projects can 

take place for the benefit of the environment, local communities, education, and 

economic development. 

 

Introduction  

Paradise is distant. But it is now high time to return to the Garden of Paradise, 

believed to have been located in the Middle East, a region that is currently suffering 

from severe armed conflicts. We, the humans, have ceased to live in harmony with 

the Earth. Therefore, we must Restore Paradise. The concept of Paradise exists in 

most cultures and beyond the religious it has both a physical and symbolic 

dimension. This will be the basis for our aim to convene around this common 

ground from where we can move forward in setting a common value-base and 

vision for humanity. Paradise is our Garden on Earth. It must be restored. 

 

The World is out of joint  

The symbolic notion of Paradise has a time dimension. Paradise is connected to 

human pursuit of progress; it is something we strive to achieve. The Modern 

Project, starting with the Enlightenment, had the underlying idea that it can be 

fulfilled with the help of reason and progress. The incredible growth that has been 

achieved has changed our societies and way of living. But we have managed this 

process in a faulty system where externalities are not taken into account. 

Therefore, in order for humankind to continue its progress and growth we must 
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have a holistic goal in our pursuit, which includes economic, educational and 

environmental dimensions.  

 

For years, the Tällberg process has led the search for a better understanding of 

global change. The need for this is becoming evident as the dire consequences of a 

rapid accumulation of risks (financial, economic, political, social and 

environmental) in the global system emerge. They are made worse by the weakness 

and failures of the institutions and processes to govern, manage and finance them. 

An astronomical price is now being paid as we confront the ecological debts 

accumulated over the past decades. The task at hand is to improve the prospects of 

a successful transition to a global development that can become truly sustainable.  

  

In just a few years, 9 billion people will need to be sustained by the economic and 

natural systems. The water scarcity is already critical and the shortage of 

productive land area is the next challenge we face. The models of today are not up 

to the task. This demands a major mind shift from the business-as-usual 

approaches. 
 

At the same time, crises are always opportunities. They open up for new ideas and 

new solutions. But to create new relationships demands the opening of minds and 

hearts. Perhaps the current crisis will help serve as a wake-up call to the world that 

it has to sort out its differences in a way that truly can turn us into – in the best 

sense of the word – a united nations. There is no other alternative to humankind 

than to resolve differences between its various groupings, and more importantly its 

relationship to nature and its innate planetary boundary conditions for human 

economic activity, the need for energy, security, economic stability and in the end 

for human development.  

 

 

 

Challenges facing the Middle East 
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Throughout history the Arab world has contributed w ith major developments 

within science, the arts, architecture and more. But during the last century this 

development has regressed. With the weak democratic development, several 

countries in the Middle East have fallen far behind in their development and 

progress. Furthermore, a growing distrust between the West and the Middle East 

and also within the region is further affecting the region negatively. The 

relationship between these worlds today has come to be overshadowed by fear, 

ignorance and prejudices. Religious extremists have come to dominate much of the 

images in the Western world. Also the West’s dependence on oil and other energy 

resources has contributed to negative sentiments, as have the Iraqi war, the 

unresolved Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the escalating violence in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan and elsewhere. A mutually respectful relationship between the Middle 

East and the West would release tremendous human energy and hope. 

 

Negotiations, peace processes have succeeded each other over years and decades. 

Also the internal conflicts between groups with very different interpretations of the 

Islamic religion have contributed to the complexity of the situation. All parties 

know that there is no quick fix, no silver bullet. Any solution is a long haul.  

 

The inability to look at the challenges the region is facing from a systems 

perspective has lead to a stalemate in the process of solving them. Climate change, 

for example, is not sufficiently high on the agenda despite the fact that it is already 

affecting the region. It is causing water deficiency in a region where water is 

already scarce and where the population has grown from 100 million in 1950 to 

around 380 million in 2000 and is expected to continue growing. An example of 

this can be found in Bekaa Valley, Lebanon, where a social conflict is already 

triggered by water scarcity. The farmland lays unused, dries out and thus the local 

community looses income and employment. Furthermore, the population is 

growing younger. With one third of the population i n the Middle East being under 

the age of 15, the region faces a challenge in building structures to ensure 
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education and meaningful occupation in order have prosperity and development 

instead of political instability. 

 

Reverence for Life 

The project of Restoring Paradise aims at bridging divides by stressing our 

common will-to-live in peace and in harmony with our surrounding. It emphasizes 

that there is only one human race and that the differences are mental obstructions, 

which impedes the establishment of our common Garden on Earth. As Albert 

Schweitzer phrased it:  

 

The will-to-live is everywhere present, even as in me. If I am a thinking being, I 

must regard life other than my own with equal reverence, for I shall know that it 

longs for fullness and development as deeply as I do myself. Therefore, I see that 

evil is what annihilates, hampers, or hinders life. And this holds true whether I 

regard it physically or spiritually. Goodness, by the same token, is the saving or 

helping of life, the enabling of whatever life I can to attain its highest development. 

(The Teaching of Reverence for Life, 1915) 

 

The ethics of Reverence for Life will be the steering instrument in the Restoring of 

Paradise. Without the respect for and celebration of all life there is no Paradise. 

This notion will make it possible to bring man and nature together in a space 

where the interaction in between them expresses mutual respect, harmony and 

understanding and where there is no space for destructive self-interest. 

 

The Tällberg Foundation has never worked in anyone’s specific interest. If 

anything, the foundation works “in the interest of the whole”. The Tällberg 

Foundation is based in its work on a systems approach, recognizing that both 

nature and human activity are interconnected, adaptive and self-regulating systems. 

No one single stakeholder interest will “own” this project. 

The Tällberg Methodology 
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For nearly three decades, the Tällberg Foundation has been deepening our 

understanding of issues related to leadership and change in society and business. 

Conversations at Tällberg have increasingly focused on the systems problems 

emerging from the growing imbalance between nature and human activity. Can we 

design, govern and manage the 

sustainable interaction between natural 

systems and the systems of human 

activity? The Foundation convenes 

global conversations and conferences 

and generates ideas and proposals for 

policy, strategy and institutional 

development that work in the interests of the whole. The yearly conference 

Tällberg Forum is the most visible Foundation activity, gathering over 500 leaders 

from around the world and from a variety of backgro unds for discussions and 

reflection. 

 

The overriding question at the heart of the Tällberg Foundation’s different 

activities is ”How on earth can we live together?”. We the humans and we the 

humans with nature of which we are part. The method is conversation around 

carefully chosen themes that relate to the risks and opportunities that we have to 

deal with both in our personal lives and on the global scale. 

 

The Tällberg conversation is amplified by 

its integration with a variety of 

expressions of music, poetry, dance and 

arts. The Tällberg experience is enhanced 

by the deepening of our understanding of 

nature also through excursions and 

nature walks. 
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Another necessary component in a Tällberg Forum is to maximize the diversity of 

the leaders. They must come from many nations and ethnicities. Some have much 

power and long experiences. Others have just started their careers. They come from 

a diversity of cultural and religious contexts and from a rich variety of walks of life 

– politicians, international organizations, business and finance, philanthropy, 

research and academia, NGO’s, think-tanks, churches, education and health. 

 

A Tällberg Forum always takes a systems perspective: whatever we study is part of 

a wider whole which can only work if the parts inte ract smoothly. When 

interaction breaks down there is conflict which can lead to war. 

 
 
Restoring Paradise 

According to biblical tradition Paradise is located in Eden, to the East, but there 

are several theories regarding its exact geographical location. According to several 

archaeologists and historians there are four possible locations for Paradise in the 

Middle East: in Iraq where Euphrates and Tigris flow into the Persian Gulf, in 

south-eastern Turkey where Euphrates has its source, the island of Bahrain and the 

valleys of north-western Iran.  
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A concrete expression of the will to Rebuild Paradise in the Middle East is to 

initiate the restoration of ecosystems, which have been destroyed by, for example, 

the building of dams, deforestation and draining of marshes (southern Iraq).  

 

There are several examples of successful restoration of ecosystems and livelihoods. 

In 1994 a project with the goal to restore the Loess Plateau, China, home to more 

than 50 million people, was started. Hundreds of years of deforestation and 

overuse of the land led to one of the highest erosion rates in the world and brought 

its people to poverty. Now the Plateau has been restored leading to increased 

employment rates, the protection of natural resources, food supplies secured and a 

new-gained respect for Nature.  

 
 
 

Making Paradise available for all 

 

An objective of the project is to turn the analogy of the Restoring of Paradise into a 

profitable and replicable concept in order for more restoration projects to take 

place for the benefit of the environment, local communities, education, and 

economic development. Such projects need to be large-scale in order to have the 

right impact and be sustainable. Restoration also needs to take place everywhere 

around the world. Therefore local communities should have the opportunity to 

restore paradise in their own surroundings. Restoring Paradise will be a project 

driven bottom-up, where entrepreneurial local communities will be empowered so 
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that they can re-create a fertile environment in order to ensure a sustainable 

livelihood for themselves.  

 

Other educational activities will be built up at th e same location as the restored 

ecosystem and will be a space for people to gather in order to learn and experience 

a life in harmony with nature. 

 

Paradise may seem distant today, but the project will demonstrate that Paradise is 

much closer than we think. 

 

Implementation 
 
Restoring Paradise takes a holistic approach in restoring ecosystems in the Middle 

East by addressing several dimensions: 

 

Entrepreneurship 

By adopting a bottom-up approach the project aims at empowering local 

communities to restore and use their lands in an ecological way. 

 

Education 

Visitors to the restored areas as well as the local population will get the 

opportunity to learn and explore ecology and how humans can live in harmony 

with nature. 

 

Land Use and Water 

As the global population grows the way we use our land will become crucial in 

order to sustain the population. More lands need to be restored and local 

communities educated on how to use it and its resources in an ecological manner. 
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Local Communities 

The local communities and their interaction with nature are at the centre in 

Restoring Paradise. Through education and the restoration of ecosystems the local 

communities are empowered to live in harmony with nature.  

 

Democracy and Human Rights 

The right to food, education and work are central in Restoring Paradise. There are 

areas where the restoration of ecosystems in combination with education is 

necessary to provide food and work to a community and ensure sustainable land 

usage. 

 

The project begins in September 2009 with three priority areas: governance, 

fundraising seed money and building knowledge and understanding. For this 

project a specific project a board will be appointed, to carry the responsibility of 

governing and leading the project and reporting to the Board of the Tällberg 

Foundation. This board will have key supporters and experts from the Middle East 

and the West. It will also assume the responsibility to put an adequate project 

organization in place to ensure the successful carrying out of the project. 

Moreover, a fundraising committee will be established, working based on directives 

from the board.  

 

In order to build knowledge and understanding of the region, its politics, 

economics, culture, history, religion and ecology within the project team and the 

board, historians and archaeologists will be involved in order to give a full picture 

of the region as it looked 3000 years ago. The project team will then be able to 

choose the most suitable location for the restoration of ecosystems. Study and 

feasibility trips will also be made to the region in order to make a proper 

assessment of potential places. This will be crucial in the decision making process 

for the board and potential funders. 
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A first workshop will be held in Stockholm on 18 Oc tober 2009 together with 

John Liu, director of the Environmental Education M edia Project (EEMP). It will 

convene key stakeholders for a conversation around the project idea as well as 

collect the necessary input to concretize it. A follow up meeting will be held in 

Malta in January 2010 gathering additional supporters, investors and other 

stakeholders to create commitment and understanding of the purpose of the project 

as well as around the state of the art of ecosystem restoration. This meeting will be 

followed up with workshops in Sweden in June 2010 as part of Rework the World 

and finally with a Tällberg Forum in the Middle Eas t in January 2011. 400-500 

participants will be invited to the Forum. The largest contingent will be from the 

region and from other parts of the Muslim world. Th e Forum will be an 

opportunity to adopt systems thinking to the challenges facing the region as well as 

to deepen the understanding of the systems approach in Restoring Paradise. It will 

also be very important to bring in culture in the process. The Tällberg Forum in the 

Middle East will be filled with a variety of cultur al expressions that recognize the 

great Oriental music tradition and the richness of the Islamic world’s contributions 

to the culture of the world and to humanity. 

 

From the first workshop in October 2009 to the Täll berg Forum 2011 fundraising 

will be a priority as well as the inventory and analysis of different ecosystem 

restoration projects. Furthermore, key experts will be contacted and interviewed in 

order to create a network and learn about the challenges, mistakes, successes and 

process of similar restoration projects. 

 

Paradise may seem distant. But by addressing the aspects we have in common and 

adopting a holistic approach Restoring Paradise aims at bringing people together 

and by extension benefitting the environment, local communities, education, and 

economic development. 


