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Abstract
We live in an era of profound intersectional crises. Climate displacement, economic instability, geo-political fractures threaten the 
very fabric of our communities. Yet, as the United Nations works tirelessly toward the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
we must ask ourselves a fundamental question: Are we leaving behind the soul of our societies in our rush for economic with 
technological progress and aggressive territorial expansion? True development cannot be measured solely by infrastructure or 
GDP. It must be measured by how we care for our most vulnerable, how we protect our fragile planet, and how we honor the 
diverse tapestries of human identity. It is time to champion a transformative paradigm: Cultural Caregiving for the often-forgotten 
faces of the lost, the last, the least and the lonely.
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Introduction
Cultural caregiving is the deliberate integration of artistic ex-
pression, heritage, and creative enterprise into the traditional 
frameworks of social welfare, healthcare, and environmental 
stewardship and conflict resolution. It is an understanding that 
to heal, empower, and support a human being—and by exten-
sion, our wounded Earth—we must address not just physical or 
material needs, but our cultural rights and spiritual dignity. This 
philosophy directly mirrors the mandates of UNESCO, which 
asserts that culture is an indispensable driver and enabler of 
sustainability. All peoples must be allowed to strengthen their 
cultural bonds, looking into their historical origins to draw from 
the mainspring of spiritual resources, the capacity to build and 
develop their own lifestyles and traditions in a spirit of free-
dom and diversity. When we apply cultural caregiving across the 
spectrum of human marginalization, armed conflict, ecological 
fragility and health pandemic, we unlock the true spirit of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Culture is an essential ingredient, the soul for SDGs lifelong 
learning. Without culture, SDGs are merely lifeless statistics 
There are already many well-crafted noble declarations from the 

Children's Summit, to the Earth Summit, to Women's Confer-
ences from Mexico, Nairobi, to Beijing, the International Con-
ference on Population and Development in Bucharest, Egypt 
and Beijing, well-thought-out basic documents from the Social 
Summit and South-South Cooperation. I should like to raise a 
question [1].

How will all these fine ideas be translated into flesh and blood to 
creatively outreach to the farmer, the fisher folk, the rural wom-
an, the indigenous peoples, the differently abled, the street kids, 
the elderly and other marginalized and disadvantaged groups? 
Or will they be photocopied and printed ad infinitum and just 
gather dust in filing cabinets of bureaucracies and libraries? All 
these messages must be transformed and couched in cultural 
symbols and language that people can relate and connect. We 
are witness to the fact that implementation of blueprints of de-
velopment, no matter how brilliant, can run aground or its prog-
ress retarded if the cultural ingredient is absent, forgotten, or 
neglected. The question of underdevelopment and poverty, from 
the lack of relevant opportunities, health services, identity crisis, 
adequate housing, unemployment, poor nutrition, child care, the 
status of women, elderly, disabled, and indigenous peoples, are 
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socially interconnected problems which could only be addressed 
through a process of cultural understanding. The arts generally 
equated as an experience for the elite, is untapped as a dynamic 
vehicle for education and development of human resources, par-
ticularly the poor, to unleash their creative power and discover 
their own gold mine and oil well of abilities to shape their own 
destiny. This empowerment process gives them the confidence, 
initiative, and capacity to cope, confront, and transform their so-
cial realities to enable a life of dignity [2, 3].

No nation and no community have been spared from these 
miseries. We witness every day the heartbreaking loss of lives, 
shattered livelihoods, degraded ecosystems, and the irreversible 
destruction of historical heritage sites. This grim reality fuels 
an expanding chasm between the ultra-wealthy and the deeply 
marginalized, leaving millions to survive in the squalor of dis-
placement camps while our oceans rise to threaten archipelagic 
survival [4-6]. The United Nations 2030 Agenda and its 17 Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) are dangerously off-track. 
Without immediate, systemic, and emergency action, these goals 
will remain unfulfilled promises. While the Paris Agreement es-
tablished a vital framework, the threat of breaching the critical 
1.5 c global warming threshold looms close. Exceeding this 
boundary is not an abstract statistical failure; it is an ecological 
Armageddon.

To avert this trajectory, we must recognize that environmental 
degradation cannot be uncoupled from human suffering. The UN 
SDGs explicitly acknowledge this interdependency; we cannot 
achieve climate stability without simultaneously tackling the 
structural inequities that fuel global unrest. The development 
process must take into account the liberation of the peoples 
from the shackles of outmoded practices, fragmentation, and 
cynicism. It must forge the national spirit and aspirations into 
a vision of a better life. It must move the people to an actual 
understanding of what the world is and what it ought to be com-
municating self-worth and hope [7, 8].

The very survival of life on earth is threatened while vast sums 
of money needed to relieve human suffering are consumed on 
building the means of annihilation or being corrupted in tril-
lion-fold greed for self-aggrandizement. There must be a way 
to stop the world's rush to suicide. Instead of arms buildup and 
missile deployment, artists should be harnessed as partners and 
mobilized as a creative force to design and undertake a com-
prehensive and sensitive cultural communications and human 
rights, culture-based education program locally and internation-
ally for peace and sustainable development [9].

This process of cultural understanding provides the key to over-
coming many common problems and introducing a change of 
attitudes that can elicit or generate full participation in the total 
development effort. The historical colonial past of developing 
countries has generated a common identity crisis which often 
reduces the soul to impotence and sterility. Our educational sys-
tem and social structures still suffer from both an unconscious 
and conscious perpetuation and superimposed matrix of values 

borrowed from imported cultures. Through broadcast media 
and film, our children grow up oftentimes ignorant, if not un-
appreciative of their cultural roots as they are daily exposed and 
overwhelmed with the Madonna pop culture. Others are further 
disoriented, if not confused, with the foreign soap operas reflect-
ing alienating ways of life and pattern of relationships in conflict 
with traditional values. Our indigenous heritage and cultural tra-
ditions are as much threatened with extinction as our endangered 
species of flora and fauna [10-12].

 A Sanctuary for People in Difficult Circumstances and 
Eco-Trauma
The bias and prejudice suffered by indigenous peoples, ethnic 
minorities, and other refugees as well as the differently abled 
and migrant workers can be traced to a large extent to the fail-
ure in communications and education. There is an absence, if 
not distortion, of their image in media and there is inadequacy 
of curriculum materials about them [13]. This has distinctly re-
sulted in an average relative lack, not only of a total awareness 
of life, their real conditions, but also of an honestly felt sense 
of commitment to uplift one's own life and advance its com-
munity's welfare. Similarly, victims of human trafficking and 
domestic abuse to families displaced by climate disasters, peo-
ple in difficult circumstances suffer from deep, often invisible 
psychological trauma. Standard humanitarian aid provides food 
and shelter, which are vital, but cultural caregiving provides a 
sanctuary for the psyche.

As an archipelago on the frontlines of the climate crisis, we in 
the Philippines see firsthand how typhoons and rising sea levels 
destroy not just homes, but families and livelihoods. The psy-
chological weight of this "eco-anxiety" and displacement re-
quires creative intervention. The arts serve as a non-threatening 
landscape for trauma processing [14, 15].

Community theater, music expressive writing, and collaborative 
murals allow individuals to externalize their pain, rewrite their 
narratives of victimhood into stories of survivorship, and rebuild 
social cohesion. By integrating cultural caregiving into disas-
ter response and climate rehabilitation, we foster psychological 
resilience, aligning perfectly with SDG 11 (for Sustainable Cit-
ies and Communities) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong 
Institutions). (SDG 1), eradicate hunger (SDG 2), and combat 
institutional ignorance through quality education (SDG 4), con-
flict will continue to escalate, rendering a clean, healthy, and safe 
society an impossible dream [16].

Healing and Dignity for Persons with Disabilities and the 
Elderly
For persons with disabilities (PWDs) Traditional caregiving fre-
quently reduces these individuals to passive recipients of aid. 
Cultural caregiving, however, restores their voice. When a youth 
with a developmental disability or a visual impairment engages 
in theater, dance, or music, the arts become a vehicle for rehabil-
itation, communication, and social inclusion. This is the living 
embodiment of SDG-3 (Good Health and Well-Being) and SDG 
10 (Reduced Inequalities). Likewise, concern for the elderly is a 
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responsibility not a burden. Senior citizens are the living librar-
ies of our collective history. By engaging them in intergenera-
tional storytelling, traditional crafts, and oral history projects, 
we combat ageism, preserve cognitive health, and ensure that 
our heritage is passed down. We offer them therapeutic care that 
honors their legacy, ensuring they live with the dignity promised 
by the UN Charter [17].

Indeed, respect for human rights is the foundational platform 
required to navigate this crisis. At the center of this platform 
stands the symbiotic relationship between gender equality (SDG 
5), global governance, and climate justice (SDG 13). Globally, 
women, single parent with disability, a senior bear a dispropor-
tionate burden of climate change impacts. According to Unit-
ed Nations data, women and children are up to 14 times more 
likely than men to die during climate-induced natural disasters. 
As primary providers of food, water, and household energy in 
many developing regions, women feel the immediate shocks of 
agricultural failure, desertification, and water scarcity—directly 
threatening global targets for clean water (SDG 6), affordable 
and clean energy (SDG 7) and sustainable communities (SDG 
11). Yet, despite being on the frontlines of survival, they remain 
systematically underrepresented in formal climate governance 
and high-level negotiation tables [18, 19].

Indigenous Youth: Guardians of the Earth and the Future
Perhaps nowhere is this eco-cultural caregiving more critical 
than among our indigenous youth. These young people stand at 
a perilous crossroads, facing the dual pressures of forced mod-
ernization and systemic discrimination, alongside the degrada-
tion of their ancestral domains by climate change and corporate 
exploitation. Cultural caregiving for indigenous youth means 
fiercely protecting their right to their ancestral languages, tra-
ditions, and land-based knowledge. When we empower indige-
nous youth to practice and take pride in their cultural heritage, 
we are not just preserving the past—we are safeguarding our 
global future [20]. Indigenous knowledge systems possess the 
ancestral blueprints for environmental conservation, sustain-
able agricultural practices, and climate resilience. By providing 
culturally sensitive education, we fulfill SDG 4 (Quality Educa-
tion) and equip the ultimate guardians of biodiversity to lead the 
charge for SDG 13 (Climate Action).

 From Manila to the Global Stage- The Earth Savers Experience
This activist blueprint has a long, documented history of inter-
national engagement, embodying the spirit of a Techno ResiliArt 
SDGs Methodology of global partnerships for the goals (SDG 
17). The early movement to secure climate justice for archipe-
lagic and island nations was forged in the historic Manila Dec-
laration, which our Philippine delegation headed by the Earth-
savers founder, the late Senator Heherson T. Alvarez presented 
at the very first UN Climate Change Conference of the Parties 
(COP1) in Berlin. Over the decades, we have brought cultural 
programs, forums, and exhibitions to COP summits across the 
globe—from Kyoto and Doha to Madrid—consistently part-
nering with institutions like the Climate Institute, South Coop-
eration Council (SSCC) Energies 2050/ Arts Planet, LaMaMa 

Experimental Theater, Seoul Culture Hub to ensure that the hu-
man, cultural dimension of climate change is never omitted from 
policy debates [21].

We have consistently underscored the imperative of twinning 
the protection of cultural diversity—particularly the heritage 
of indigenous peoples—with the safeguarding of biological di-
versity. At our Global Youth Earth-Saving Summit, we brought 
this message to the halls of Philippine Parliament, hosting Nobel 
Laureate Rigoberta Menchú, the UN Ambassador for Indigenous 
Peoples, to bridge the gap between policy makers and youth 
leaders. Even when confronted with the strict containment and 
isolation of the pandemic, our resolve did not falter [22]. We suc-
cessfully executed the Sustainable Development Goals Resilient 
Art Festival, Forum, and Workshops. We carried its actionable 
outputs—the Manila Platform of Action—directly to UNESCO 
Headquarters in Paris, the United Nations in New York, and the 
36th International Theatre Institute (ITI) World Congress in Fu-
jairah and through a resolution in Philippine Congress. Artists 
and women leaders refused to be silenced by a virus, proving 
that public-private partnerships can successfully institutionalize 
culture as a core pillar of development and a guarantor of peace, 
justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16).

 Culture as Mirror, Armor, Conscience and Memory Bank
We cannot talk about human dignity if the arts remain confined 
within the polished walls of conventional, high-priced theaters. 
Traditional stage performances often fail to reach our most vul-
nerable populations--- the rural poor, the marginalized, and the 
forgotten. To bridge this chasm, I sought to democratize dra-
ma through the power of broadcast media, creating Balintataw 
(Mind’s Eye) across television, radio and comics [23, 24].

Government must Understand the Multifaceted Utility of 
Culture and the Arts in the Fight for our Planet's Survival
As a Mirror: To see our collective foibles clearly, confront our 
shortcomings, and recognize our inherent strengths.
As an Armor: To shield and defend our societies against sys-
temic social ills, corruption, unchecked greed, and environmen-
tal exploitation, armed conflict.
As a Memory Bank: To prevent historical, indigenous heritage 
and ecological amnesia. We cannot allow humanity to grow 
numb to the overheating of our Earth or deaf to the agonizing 
cries of climate orphans and displaced widows.
An Educational Force: Awakening conscience and breathing 
life into creative industries to generate meaningful livelihoods.

Eco-Cultural Caregiving: Healing a Wounded Earth
We cannot care for vulnerable people without simultaneously 
caring for the vulnerable environment that sustains them. Cul-
tural caregiving must expand into an act of ecological devotion. 
The climate crisis is fundamentally a crisis of human behavior 
and a disconnection from nature. To spark a global ecological 
conversion, we must engage the emotive power of the arts. Cre-
ative expressions—whether through eco-theater, environmental 
poetry, or sustainable community art—serve as a mirror to our 
ecological conscience [25]. They translate cold scientific data 
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regarding carbon emissions, deforestation, and marine degrada-
tion, waste management into compelling narratives that touch 
the human heart. By utilizing the arts to cultivate an ethos of 
conservation, we transform passive citizens into active defend-
ers of the environment. This creative mobilization of communi-
ties is a vital catalyst for SDG 14 (Life Below Water) and SDG 
15 (Life on Land), proving that cultural awareness is the precur-
sor to environmental action.

 A Call to Intergenerational Wisdom
Where politics inevitably divides, the arts possess a unique ca-
pacity to unite, heal, and bond a global populace. Culture re-
charges our collective memory. Without memory, we are con-
demned to repeat the mistakes of the past, left with no foundation 
from which to draw strength for a harmonious future.

Inclusive interfaith and intergenerational equity is the ultimate 
benchmark of civilizational wisdom. We must safeguard our cul-
tural heritage, our natural habitats, our history, and our mother 
tongues as sacred treasures bequeathed to us by our ancestors, 
carrying an absolute duty to transmit them whole to our children. 
The defining challenge of our era is to compel public authorities, 
the private sector, and civil society to recognize that cultural her-
itage is the very essence of the human soul—and our most vital 
instrument for social justice and reconciliation in this Year of 
Volunteerism for the SDGs [26-28].

Following the long historical process of colonization, our wealth 
of cultural diversity must be viewed now through a new lens. 
It is the bedrock upon which we affirm our independence and 
secure our unique identity on the global stage, serving as a vi-
tal safety net against the erasing currents of globalization and 
cultural homogenization. Today, a necessary rebalancing is un-
derway. We now meet our former colonizers on equal footing, 
demanding respect for endogenous, localized development. This 
mutual exchange opens the door to authentic international co-
operation—one that honors cultural aspirations as a prerequi-
site for free societies. – the government of Azerbaijan provides 
secretariat support for the Global South NGO Platform where I 
serve as a woman artist Deputy Secretary-General for the Pacific 
Region [29, 30].

An Olympics of the Mind and Spirit
To sustain this momentum, into a global, continuous Media 
SDGs Arts Education through Performance and Media Broad-
cast. This initiative would gather nations to showcase the beauty 
and bounty of their cultural traditions, engaging global audienc-
es to champion the SDGs in the same way the world unites to 
watch sports or entertainment. It is time for a Techno ResiliArt 
Virtual blended SDGs Arts Olympics of the Nations. We must 
end procrastination [31, 32]. We must act now. Culture is not a 
luxury; it is a basic human right for every citizen, essential to se-
curing a peaceful, stable, and sustainable world for our children 
down to the seventh generation. An ancestral wisdom we cannot 
cast away to sustain Life on Earth [33].

Cecilia Guidote-Alvarez is a UNESCO Artist for Peace, 1972 

Ramon Magsaysay Award Laureate, and the Founder of the Phil-
ippine Educational Theater Association (PETA). As Director of 
the Earthsavers DREAMS Ensemble and President of the Inter-
national Theatre Institute (ITI) Social Change Network, she has 
dedicated over a century to pioneering "cultural caregiving"—a 
transformative paradigm that weaves the performing arts and 
indigenous heritage into the fabric of human rights, climate jus-
tice, and planetary healing for the world’s most vulnerable com-
munities [34].

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Ref-
erenced
The article highlights the integration of arts and heritage into 
the UN 2030 Agenda, explicitly and implicitly identifying key 
SDGs:
SDG 1: No Poverty: Eradicating poverty and economic margin-
alization through cultural empowerment and sustainable liveli-
hoods.
SDG 2: Zero Hunger: Tackling hunger and nutrition disparities 
across disadvantaged sectors.
SDG 3: Good Health and Well-Being — Therapeutic, expres-
sive arts interventions for mental health, eco-trauma, PWDs, and 
elderly care.
SDG 4: Quality Education: Culture-based education, indigenous 
knowledge protection, and lifelong learning.
SDG 5: Gender Equality: Addressing disproportionate climate 
risks for women and ensuring representation in governance.
SDG 6: Clean Water and Sanitation: Mitigating environmental 
impacts on water security in frontline communities.
SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy: Addressing energy pover-
ty caused by environmental degradation.
SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities: Inclusion and dignity for per-
sons with disabilities (PWDs), elderly, and marginalized groups.
SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities: Building psy-
chological resilience, community cohesion, and eco-disaster re-
sponse through community arts.
SDG 13: Climate Action: Climate justice, indigenous ecological 
stewardship, and climate-induced disaster rehabilitation.
SDG 14: Life Below Water: Ecological caregiving, marine con-
servation, and archipelagic defense.
SDG 15: Life on Land: Biodiversity preservation and protection 
of natural habitats/ancestral domains.
SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions: Human rights, 
conflict resolution, cultural rights, and institutionalizing culture 
for peace.
SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals: Global South-South coop-
eration, public-private partnerships, and international cultural 
networks.

Key Reference Sections
International Declarations, Summits & Frameworks
The World Conference on Cultural Policies (MONDIA-
CULT / UNESCO Mandates): Affirming culture as an indis-
pensable driver and enabler of sustainable development and hu-
man dignity.
United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
(2015): The global blueprint comprising the 17 Sustainable De-
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velopment Goals.
The Paris Agreement (2015): UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) targeting the limit of global warm-
ing below 1.5∘ C.
The Manila Declaration on Climate Change (COP1, Berlin, 
1995): Historic advocacy for climate justice for archipelagic 
and small island developing states, spearheaded by Senator He-
herson T. Alvarez.

Historical International Conferences Cited:
World Summit for Children (New York)
UN Conference on Environment and Development / Earth Sum-
mit (Rio de Janeiro)
World Conferences on Women (Mexico City, Nairobi, Beijing)
International Conference on Population and Development 
(ICPD) (Cairo/Bucharest)
World Summit for Social Development (Copenhagen)

Organizational & Institutional Frameworks
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization): Directing cultural policies and designat-
ing Artists for Peace.
Earthsavers DREAMS Ensemble & ResiliArt Movement: 
Techno ResiliArt SDGs Methodology for art-based climate ac-
tion and disaster response.
International Theatre Institute (ITI) Social Change Net-
work: 36th ITI World Congress (Fujairah) outcomes and the 
Manila Platform of Action.
Philippine Educational Theater Association (PETA) & Balin-
tataw: Mass-media democratization of theater for development, 
human rights, and social justice.
Global South NGO Platform / South-South Cooperation 
Council (SSCC): International partnerships and endogenous 
development frameworks supported by the Government of 
Azerbaijan.
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