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C O N T E N T S

LLinE is a trans-European journal dedicated to the 
advancement of adult education, lifelong learning, 
intercultural collaboration and best practice research.
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
AND LIFELONG LEARNING 

Education and lifelong learning have an 
important role to play in equipping citi-
zens with the competences and attitudes 
necessary for creating an environmentally, 
economically, socio-politically and cultur-
ally sustainable future. In this issue we 
examine efforts and initiatives across Eu-
rope to further sustainable development 
in different fields of the society. 

Carl Lindberg
EDuCatIOn	fOr	SuStaInablE	
DEvElOpmEnt	–	a	nECESSIty	fOr	
ShapIng	thE	futurE

Lifelong learning for sustainable de-
velopment is the most important task 
for European societies today and in the 
foreseeable future. The writer  shows what 
Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) means for a variety actors from 
intergovernmental organisations and 
governments to schools, universities and 
local actors.

Kaisa Lindström
Otava	fOlK	hIgh	SChOOl	bElIEvES:	
SuStaInablE	IS	mOrE	than	ablE

The Otava Folk High School is nowadays 
widely known for its work for future 
research and alternative pedagogies. 
Education for Sustainable Development 
is seen as a way to implement alternative 
pedagogy and a holistic approach in the 
school’s work. 

Stefania Romano
pavIng	thE	Way	fOr	SuStaInablE	
DEvElOpmEnt	In	SOuth	EaStErn	
EurOpE

Sustainable development and environ-
mental protection have today become pri-
ority goals for governments worldwide. 
Local authorities have a crucial role to 
play in enabling communities to become 
more involved in efforts for sustainable 
development. Recognising this led to the 
establishment of the Course for Sustain-
ability for capacity building among local 
authorities in Central Eastern Europe.

Vicky Malotidi
EDuCatIOn	fOr	SuStaInablE	
DEvElOpmEnt:		traInIng	fOr	
EDuCatOrS

The Mediterranean Education Initiative 
for the Environment and Sustainability 
(MEdIES) aims to develop educators’ 
capacities in the concepts, values and 
methods of Education for Sustainable 
Development. The writer presents the 
principles and methodological guidelines 
of the network as well as examples of ESD 
training seminars for educators.

Alex Randall

rE-SKIllIng	brItaIn	

In Wales, the Centre for Alternative 
Technology (CAT) trains people in the 
practical skills and methods needed to 
make the transition to a low-carbon 
economy. CAT offers courses aimed at 
electricians, plumbers and architects as 
well as managers and policymakers. In 
addition to its course offer, the Centre 
applies the methods and principles of 
sustainable development in its everyday 
work.

Anna Bliesner and Holger Rohn
COmpEtEnCE	DEvElOpmEnt	fOr	
SuStaInabIlIty	In		vOCatIOnal	
EDuCatIOn

The Eukona project aimed to formulate 
an approach for the integration of sus-
tainability issues in adult learning in the 
food and nutrition sector. For this work 
the project was chosen as a United Na-
tions Decade Project for Education for 
Sustainability. The writers deal with the 
lessons learned when putting Education 
for Sustainable Development into practice 
in vocational education.

Denis Leboucher and  
Jean-Paul Martin
SuStaInablE	DEvElOpmEnt,	
prOfESSIOnal	traInIng	anD		
ECO-CItIZEnShIp

In Basse-Normandie, integrating sus-
tainable development in professional 
training extends beyond mere technical 

awareness. The focus is on eco-citizenship 
– on producing responsible citizens, both 
at work and in social life. The writers 
argue that eco-citizenship skills are the 
basic essentials, intrinsic to any training 
process.

Anna Kotsalo-Mustonen
uSIng	COnCEptS	frOm	thE	buSInESS	
WOrlD	tO	EXplOrE	thE	baltIC	SEa	
rESCuE	ChallEngE	

The Foundation for a Living Baltic Sea 
was founded to fight the manifold envi-
ronmental problems of the Baltic Sea. 
The writer provides an insight into using 
business logic to create innovative ways of 
working to raise awareness and funds for 
rescuing the world’s most polluted sea.

INNOVATION AND CREATIVITY

This year LLinE is publishing a series of 
articles on innovation and creativity in 
and for lifelong learning in Europe. 

Pasi Sahlberg
CrEatIvIty	anD	InnOvatIOn	
thrOugh	lIfElOng	lEarnIng

The knowledge society demands people 
with better education and abilities to work 
with ideas. Education systems have trou-
ble finding ways of adapting to the need 
for innovation and including creativity in 
current teaching and learning processes. 
The writer argues that we should rethink 
the meaning and nature of both creativity 
and innovation and what they mean to 
lifelong learning. 

LITERATURE

John Phelps
DEvElOpIng	EffECtIvE	grOup	WOrK	
praXIS

Adult learning in groups 
Bríd Connolly
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W hat constitutes sustain-
able development? 
Even a quick glance 
over the ways in which 

this term is frequently cited reveals that 
sustainable development holds a 
number of definitions and focuses. Sus-
tainable development is often examined 
from the viewpoint of the environment 
and its protection but also in terms of 
economic, sociopolitical and cultural 
sustainability. The latter stresses the 
importance of cultural diversity for 
humankind - for our intellectual, emo-
tional, moral and spiritual existence. 

Despite the richness of perspectives 
towards sustainable development, a 
common thread connecting many of 
them is the emphasis on development 
that ‘meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations to meet their own 
needs’. This often quoted definition 
stems from the famous report of the 
Brundtland Commission, formally the 
World Commission on Environment 
and Development (WCED). It power-
fully captures the essence of sustainable 
development no matter from which an-
gle it is approached or examined. 

Although defining sustainable devel-
opment is spirited and ongoing, no less 
are the discussions about the education 
of citizens for sustainable development. 
What should we know, believe, and be 
able to do? How can educational insti-

tutions and society, their lifelong learn-
ing policies and practices best convey 
the knowledge, develop the skills and 
cultivate the attitudes required for the 
promotion of sustainable development? 
These questions are contested and com-
plex, and they are dealt with in such di-
verse forums as formal education insti-
tutions, government, the media and 
popular culture. Their trajectories must 
be understood in relation to the evolu-
tion of the world itself, its technologi-
cal change and economic integration, 
conflicts and cultures, ideologies, as 
well as in relation to global and local 
practices. 

Sustainable development is not an 
abstract system that can be put into 
practice and be expected to function, 
nor is it a set of institutional arrange-
ments that can be evaluated satisfacto-
rily simply by examining outcome fig-
ures or flowcharts. Sustainable devel-
opment is rather the process and prod-
uct of interaction, the interaction of a 
system and its institutions with the cul-
tural context and even most important-
ly the people who make sustainable de-
velopment a reality. Here, lifelong 
learning has an important role to play.

In this issue of LLinE we dive into 
the developments and struggles over 
the promotion of sustainable develop-
ment in diverse contexts. We examine 
the cultural uniqueness and multiplicity 
of local practices that constitute our at-

tempts towards the advancement of 
sustainable development. We explore 
practices whose variety and diversity 
are both consonant with and enriching 
the core conceptions of what we be-
lieve sustainable development is about. 
Through these explorations, we hope 
that this issue can contribute to the on-
going conversations taking place 
around the globe about what lifelong 
learning policies and practices can and 
should entail, in specific places, in spe-
cific cultures, at specific times for the 
promotion of sustainable development 
in our environment, economy, social 
and cultural life and in us as lifelong 
learners.  

KrIStIIna	KumpulaInEn	
Editor-in-Chief	of	LLinE
Director	of	CICErO	learning
university	of	helsinki,	finland
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In December 2002, the United Nations 
General Assembly decided to put in 
place a United Nations Decade of Edu-
cation for Sustainable Development 
(DESD), spanning from 2005 to 2014, 
and designated UNESCO to lead the 
Decade. The goal of the DESD is to 
change the approach to education so 
that it integrates the principles, values 
and practices of sustainable develop-
ment into all aspects of education and 
learning. The overall aim is to encour-
age changes in behaviour that will cre-
ate a more sustainable future in terms 
of environmental integrity, economic 
viability, and a just society for present 
and future generations. According to 
the UNESCO, the founding value of 
ESD is respect: respect for others, re-
spect in the present and for future gen-
erations, respect for the planet and its 
resources, fauna and flora. The Dec-
ade’s four key objectives are:

decade of Education for Sustainable development 2005–2014

• Facilitating networking and col-
laboration among stakeholders in 
ESD;
• Fostering greater quality of teach-
ing and learning of environmental 
topics;
• Supporting countries in achieving 
their millennium development goals 
through ESD efforts;
• Providing countries with new op-
portunities and tools to reform edu-
cation.
UNESCO’s leadership role and the 
tasks of Member States are defined 
by the four major thrusts of ESD:
• Improving access to quality basic 
education;
• Reorienting existing education 
programmes;
• Developing public understanding 
and awareness;
• Providing training.

The International Implementation 
Scheme (IIS) is a reference point for all 
actors engaged in DESD and focuses 
primarily on how nations can imple-
ment their DESD goals. Implementing 
DESD focuses on:

• Advocacy and vision-building;
• Consultation and ownership;
• Partnership and networks;
• Capacity-building and training;
• Research and innovation;
• Information and communication 
technologies;
• Monitoring and evaluation.

For further information, visit 
http://www.unesco.org/education/desd/.

The United Nations’ (UN) Agenda 21 
is a comprehensive plan of action to be 
taken globally, nationally and locally 
by organizations of the UN, govern-
ments, and major groups in every area 
in which humans impact on the envi-
ronment. Related to issues of sustaina-
ble development, the Agenda 21 ad-
dresses social and economic issues; 
conservation and management of re-
sources for development; strengthening 
the role of major groups; and means of 
implementation. Agenda 21, the Rio 
Declaration on Environment and De-
velopment, and the Statement of Princi-
ples for the Sustainable Management of 
Forests were adopted by more than 
178 Governments at the United Na-
tions Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) held in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992. The full implementa-
tion of Agenda 21 and the Commit-
ments to the Rio principles, were reaf-
firmed at the World Summit on Sus-
tainable Development (WSSD) held in 
Johannesburg in 2002. Some national 
and state governments have legislated 
or advised that local authorities take 

agenda 21 for the 21st Century
steps to implement the plan locally, as 
recommended by the Agenda 21 docu-
ment. Such programmes are often 
known as ‘Local Agenda 21’ or ‘LA21’. 
More information and the electronic 
version of the document: 
http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/
documents/agenda21/index.htm

an index
for a happy planet

The Happy Planet Index (HPI) is an in-
novative new measure that shows the 
ecological efficiency with which human 
wellbeing is delivered around the 
world. The British think tank New 
Economics Foundation (NEF) intro-
duced the HPI in 2006. The index is 
designed to challenge well-established 
indicators of countries’ development, 
such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
and the Human Development Index 
(HDI), as it takes into account sustain-
able development through measuring 
the environmental costs of pursuing 
healthy and happy lives. It is the first 

ever index to combine environmental 
impact with human wellbeing to meas-
ure the environmental efficiency with 
which country by country, people live 
long and happy lives. The HPI shows 
that around the world, high levels of 
resource consumption do not reliably 
produce high levels of wellbeing, and 
that it is possible to produce high levels 
of wellbeing without excessive con-
sumption of the Earth’s resources. It al-
so reveals that there are different routes 
to achieving comparable levels of well-
being. The model followed by the West 
can provide widespread longevity and 
variable life satisfaction, but it does so 
at a vast cost in terms of resource con-
sumption. The Index of the 178 na-
tions for which data is available reveals 
that the world as a whole has a long 
way to go.

For more information on the HPI, and 
to calculate your own HPI, 
visit http://www.happyplanetindex.org.
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The Sixth International Conference on 
Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI) 
will be held in Brazil in May. UNESCO 
has organised the CONFINTEA meet-
ings every 12–13 years since the late 
1940s. The theme of the sixth confer-
ence is Living and Learning for a Via-
ble Future: The Power of Adult Learn-
ing. Already five regional preparatory 
conferences have taken place. The Eu-
ropean preparatory meeting, held in 
Budapest (3–5 December 2008), result-
ed in the Pan-European Statement on 
Adult Learning for Equity and Inclu-
sion in the Context of Mobility and 
Competition which summarises the 
specific contexts and issues for adult 
learning and education in Europe, 
North-America and Israel, and propos-
es recommendations to be adopted in 
Brazil. 

In their statement, the delegates 
agreed that the awareness of the key 
role of adult learning and education 
(ALE) has increased in the majority of 
countries and 17 of the EU-27+ coun-
tries have adopted overarching lifelong 
learning strategy statements in re-
sponse to the Lisbon Agenda. Further, 
the participation rates for adults had 
increased to 9.7 per cent by 2007. 
However, challenges in the region in-
clude issues such as unemployment, 
early school leavers, literacy and key 
competence levels, and gender inequal-
ity. The existing frameworks and thus 
the capacity of ALE to respond to 
these and other challenges vary across 
the region. In most countries, the re-
sponse has been primarily vocational 
education and training for growth and 
competitiveness. However, the state-
ment stresses the need for a more inte-
grated approach that addresses eco-
nomic development, social cohesion, 
equity and diversity, democratic citi-
zenship, sustainable development and 
community and personal development. 
Further, the Pan-European region 
needs to recognise its responsibility to 
act as a partner for the development of 
ALE in the rest of the world. The state-
ment includes recommendations for 
policy frameworks to:

CONFiNTEa Vi: The power of adult learning

• cover the formal, non-formal and 
informal forms of ALE
• take into account the personal, so-
cial, health, economic, cultural and 
intergenerational benefits of adult 
learning
• encompass programmes that are 
based on the needs of learners and 
made more accessible through ap-
propriate content and support
• strengthen the links and co-ordina-
tion with early childhood care and 
education in lifelong learning frame-
works and strategies
• be developed and implemented 
through a horizontal, coordinated, 
and inclusive approach.
The statement points to the need to 

address governance issues with a view 
to creating the local, regional and na-
tional frameworks, structures and part-
nerships – including public authorities, 
social partners and civil society – essen-
tial for the development, co-ordination, 
funding, provision, quality manage-
ment and monitoring of ALE. Further, 
more equitable access to, and participa-
tion in, ALE needs to be promoted and 
supported through concrete measures 
targeted especially at those adults who 
are otherwise least likely to participate. 
The statement urges UNESCO to de-
velop a template of indicators of partic-
ipation and progression on a web por-
tal that countries may use to measure 
changes, to evaluate change over time 
and to share good practices. The state-
ment also gives recommendations for 
the recognition and validation of prior 
lerning, for quality assurance and in-
vesting in research, evaluation and doc-
umentation of ALE. The delegates rec-
ommend for UNESCO to encourage 
Member States to include representa-
tives of NGOs, CSOs, employers, un-
ions, private providers and adult learn-
ers in their delegations to CON-
FINTEA VI.

The statement strongly urges the 
member states and UNESCO to devel-
op and implement regular tracking 
mechanisms in order to achieve the rec-
ommendations resulting from the Con-
ference. 

Country reports, their syntheses and 
the outcome documents of the five 
CONFINTEA VI regional conferences 
are available from the UNESCO 
website http://www.unesco.org/en/
confintea. 

News from LLinE

LLinE themes This year we will contin-
ue to bring you articles and informa-
tion about lifelong learning in EU Pres-
idency countries. The next in line will 
be Sweden. This year each issue will al-
so feature an article on Innovation and 
Creativity. In 2009 we are introducing 
some new features, including a theme 
commentary in each issue and also 
more interviews and personal profiles. 
LLinE 2/2009 will include selected pa-
pers from the LLinE conference Life-
long Learning as a Right? European 
Perspectives. See back cover for the full 
list of themes for 2009–2010. 
LLinE Conference The next LLinE 
conference will take place in Helsinki 
27–29 January 2010. The theme of the 
conference is Lifelong Learrning and 
Wellbeing. The call for papers will be 
published in June, and registration will 
open in September. Join the LLinE 
mailing list at www.lline.fi or the 
LLinE group on Facebook to be among 
the first to hear about keynote speak-
ers, registration, and the call for pa-
pers.
LLinE Board At the beginning of 2009 
professor József Katus and Bríd Con-
nolly stepped down from the LLinE 
Editorial Board in accordance with 
membership rotation. We extend our 
warmest thanks to József and Bríd for 
their invaluable contribution to LLinE 
over the years. At the same time we are 
welcoming professor Heribert Hinzen 
as a new member in the Board.
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The European Council adopted a re-
newed Sustainable Development Strat-
egy (SDS) in 2006. The overall aim of 
the strategy is to ‘enable the EU to 
achieve continuous improvement of 
quality of life both for current and for 
future generations . . . ensuring pros-
perity, environmental protection and 
social cohesion’. Policies to achieve this 
should be guided by the promotion and 
protection of fundamental rights; soli-
darity within and between generations; 
open and democratic society; involve-
ment of citizens, business and social 
partners; policy coherence and govern-
ance; policy integration; using best 
available knowledge; the precautionary 
principle, and; making polluters pay. 
According to the Commission’s first 
progress report from 2007 (data from 
2000 was used for comparison), 
progress has been relatively modest and 
continued attention needs to be paid to 
implementation in all priority areas. 
The next progress report will be pub-
lished by the Commission later this 
year. The seven key challenges identi-
fied in the SDS and the progress in 
achieving them are summarised below.

Climate change and clean energy. 
The objective is to limit climate change 
and its costs and negative effects to the 
society and the environment. Accord-
ing to the progress report, the increase 
in the use of renewables is insufficient 
for reaching the target 12 per cent 
share of overall energy consumption by 
2010. However, there have been signifi-
cant policy developments in this area at 
EU level, such as the Integrated Climate 
Change and Energy policy with binding 
2020 targets for greenhouse gas reduc-
tions, renewable energies and biofuels. 
Also, almost all Member States have 
now adopted national climate change 
strategies.

Sustainable transport. The objective 
is to ensure that transport systems meet 
society’s needs whilst minimising their 

Eu Sustainable development Strategy

undesirable impacts on the economy, 
society and the environment. Accord-
ing to the progress report, energy con-
sumption by transport shows no real 
signs of decoupling. In 2004, domestic 
transport was responsible for 21 per 
cent of total greenhouse gas emissions 
in EU-15. The objective of a balanced 
shift towards environmentally friendly 
transport modes has not been achieved 
but progress has been made on reduc-
ing pollutant emissions from transport. 

Sustainable consumption and pro-
duction. Actions include improving the 
environmental and social performance 
for products, increasing social and eco-
innovations and awareness-raising 
among citizens, retailers and other or-
ganisations. The progress report reveals 
a decoupling of material consumption 
from economic growth. Still, the EU 
could save at least 20 per cent of its 
present energy consumption in a cost-
effective manner. The variety of Mem-
ber States’ strategies and action plans 
include actions to stimulate and sup-
port corporate social responsibility and 
national action plans on green public 
procurement. The Netherlands aims to 
make public procurement 100 per cent 
sustainable by 2010. 

Conservation and management of 
natural resources. The objective is to 
improve management and avoid over-
exploitation of natural resources. Tar-
gets include both improving resource 
efficiency and avoiding the generation 
of waste as well as promoting reuse 
and recycling. According to the 
progress report, the EU target of halt-
ing the loss of biodiversity by 2010 will 
not be met unless substantial additional 
efforts are made. For example, 15 per 
cent of Europe’s mammal species are 
threatened and 27 per cent have declin-
ing populations. Therefore, the integra-
tion of biodiversity impacts into poli-
cies and programmes (including the 
CAP) should be strengthened overall. 

Public health. The aim is to promote 
good public health on equal conditions 
and improve protection against health 
threats. The report recognises that Eu-
ropeans are living longer and healthier 
lives but lifestyle illnesses such as obes-
ity and mental illness are an increasing 
problem. Some 11.5 per cent of Euro-
peans suffer from a mental disorder 
and in many countries the health ine-
quality gap has widened over the last 3 
decades. Further, there is only limited 
evidence of good inter-ministerial and 
inter-sectoral cooperation on public 
health and continued attention should 
be paid to health and environment 
(chemicals and air borne pollution im-
pacts). 

Social inclusion, demography and 
migration. The objective is to create a 
socially inclusive society by taking into 
account solidarity between and within 
generations and to secure and increase 
the quality of life of citizens as a pre-
condition for lasting individual wellbe-
ing. This means reducing the number 
of people at risk of poverty and social 
exclusion, and increasing the labour 
market participation of women, older 
workers, disabled persons, migrants 
and young people. Targets include de-
creasing early school leaving to 10 per 
cent, ensuring 85 per cent of 22 year 
olds complete upper secondary educa-
tion, and promoting active and healthy 
ageing strategies and the reconciliation 
of work and family life. The progress 
report shows that 16 per cent of the EU 
population is at risk of poverty and in-
tegration remains a challenge in many 
Member States. Although there has 
been modest progress on ensuring so-
cial and territorial cohesion, there are 
considerable differences in wealth be-
tween the richest and poorest regions 
of the EU. However, all Member States 
had strategies for social protection and 
social inclusion in 2006–2008. The re-
port recommends that Member States 
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continue to implement measures that 
will increase the labour market partici-
pation of the above-mentioned groups 
and continue developing comprehen-
sive lifelong learning strategies, effec-
tive labour market policies and modern 
social security systems.

Global poverty and sustainable de-
velopment challenges. The objective is 
to actively promote sustainable devel-
opment worldwide and ensure that the 
EU’s internal and external policies are 
consistent with global sustainable de-
velopment and its international com-
mitments. According to the progress re-
port, global poverty fell by almost 4 
per cent since 2000. The primary 
school completion rate had risen to 83 
per cent in 2005. However, pressures 
on environmental sustainability remain 
high and a billion people still remain in 
extreme poverty. Although aid quality 
and effectiveness is improving, signifi-
cant further efforts are needed to in-
crease aid to the target 0.7 per cent of 
GNP by 2015.

In addition to the seven key chal-
lenges, the SDS indentifies education 
and training and research and develop-
ment (R&D) as cross-cutting policies 
that contribute to knowledge society. 
The strategy acknowledges that achiev-
ing the SD goals depends on high-qual-
ity ESD at all levels of education, in-
cluding education on issues such as the 
sustainable use of energies and trans-
port systems, sustainable consumption 
and production patterns, health, media 
competence and responsible global citi-
zenship. Further, higher education insti-
tutions have a key role in equipping the 
qualified workforce with the necessary 
competences to fully develop and ex-
ploit sustainable technologies. There-
fore, the SDS calls for the Member 
States to develop ESD and targeted 
training for professions in key sectors 
such as construction, energy and trans-
port. Special attention should be devot-

ed to teacher training. The UNECE 
Strategy for ESD should also be imple-
mented by Member States and ESD 
promoted at EU level. The progress re-
port points out that the Member States 
have agreed, by 2010, to reduce the 
number of early school leavers, increase 
the literacy level of 15 year olds, and 
boost the levels of upper-secondary 
completion. The increase in EU-25 in 
participation in lifelong learning is en-
couraging in the light of reaching the 
12 per cent target by 2010. 

According to the SDS, R&D has to 
promote inter- and transdisciplinary 
approaches and bridge the gap between 
science, policy-making and implemen-
tation. It also calls for co-operation be-
tween European and third country uni-
versities and higher education institu-
tions. According to the progress report, 
investment in R&D (1.4% of GDP in 
the EU-25) is far from the target 3 per 
cent of GDP by 2010. However, in its 
first year of implementation, 40 per 
cent of the 7th Framework Programme 
cooperative research actions were di-
rectly or indirectly related to the SDS 
challenges. Most national research pol-
icies are putting R&D at the service of 
the seven key challenges.

The SDS also recommends using dif-
ferent financing and economic instru-
ments for achieving sustainable devel-
opment. As to mobilising actors, cross-
sectoral collaboration and civil society 
participation, the progress report 
points out that the different sectors of 
the society from government to busi-
ness and civil society are increasingly 
focusing on the same issues. Further, 
the EU cohesion policy applies the sus-
tainable development principles by in-
cluding all stakeholders at all levels of 
government, as well as promoting co-
herent policy making across different 
sectors. 

Progress on results is monitored 
with the help of national SDS coordi-

nators, Eurostat SD indicators and peer 
reviews of national strategies. For ex-
ample, the peer review of the Dutch 
National Sustainable Development 
Strategy (NSDS), co-financed by the 
Commission, constituted a substantial 
input to the ongoing redesign of the 
Dutch SDS and had visible political im-
pact. 

Sources: Renewed EU Sustainable 
Development Strategy and Progress 
Report on the Sustainable Development 
Strategy 2007. Available online from 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/.
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Lifelong Learning for Sustainable Development is the 

most important task for European societies today and 

in the foreseeable future. At first this seems like an 

overstatement. But is it really the case?

Carl  Lindberg

Education for

Sustainable
development

– a necessity
for shaping

the future
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a ll of us have long been 
aware of the challenges 
facing humanity. None of 
us can possibly have 

missed the reports of the risks we run if 
we cannot limit the climate changes 
that are taking place. The challenges 
are greater than ever. Tackling climate 
change is only one of them. Other 
issues include combating poverty and 
hunger, HIV/Aids, improving child and 
maternal health, education, democracy, 
biodiversity, sustainable consumption 
and production patterns and so on. All 
these challenges have been well docu-
mented in a number of international 
conferences, in Rio de Janeiro, Kyoto, 
the UN Summit on the Millennium 
Development Goals, Doha, Monterrey 
and in the Summit on Sustainable 
Development in Johannesburg in 2002. 
Climate change is again on the agenda 
in Copenhagen in December this year.

To be able to face all these challeng-
es successfully we have to find ways to 
an economically, socially and environ-
mentally sustainable development. Kofi 
Annan (2001) expressed this into the 
words: ‘Our biggest challenge in this 
new century is to take an idea that 
sounds abstract – sustainable develop-
ment – and turn it into reality for all 
the world’s people’.

But the calls from Johannesburg and 
other United Nations conferences have 
not been taken seriously. One of the 
reasons is the lack of political leader-
ship in the efforts to achieve sustaina-
ble development, as underlined by Kofi 
Annan in his last great speech in Nairo-
bi in 2006 (Annan, 2006). 

frOm	WOrDS	tO	DEEDS

The concept of sustainable develop-
ment is most useful as it invites to com-
mon consideration. It can be made very 
concrete when you look upon the 
world from a local perspective. What 
are we able to do better in our pre-
schools, schools and adult education, 

university departments, companies, and 
public administration, to contribute to 
a sustainable development in our soci-
ety? Sometimes the concept will be met 
with ironical remarks. Then we can re-
member that this was also the case 
with the concept of democracy a hun-
dred years ago. 

Sustainable development presuppos-
es both political leadership and citi-
zens’ individual responsibility. And this 
presupposes of course education. The 
fact that Education for Sustainable De-
velopment (ESD) is a vital factor in 
achieving sustainable development was 
acknowledged at the summit in Johan-
nesburg in 2002 and in the UN General 
Assembly decision to declare 2005–
2014 as a UN Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development (DESD).

Sustainable development must be the 
guiding light both in daily life in pre-
schools, schools, adult education and 
universities, and in longer term plan-
ning. This requires everyone in schools 
and at universities – teachers and re-
searchers, adult educators, pupils and 
students, school managers, together 
with parents and representatives of the 
community – to discuss and clarify 
how best to profile school and univer-
sity activities in order to support the 
development of a sustainable society. 
This presupposes, of course, that the 
laws, regulations and curricula that 
schools and universities must follow 
are also designed to support such de-
velopments.

Why do political leaders in the EU 
and particularly Ministers of Education 
and Schools have to demonstrate a spe-
cial responsibility in underlining educa-
tion as the key agent for achieving sus-
tainable development? The reason is 
simple. It is about credibility. Sustain-
able development is an overall objec-
tive for the Union to which we belong 
and the EU was a considerable driving 
force behind the decisions taken in Jo-
hannesburg. EU’s slogan during the 
conference was: ‘From words to deeds’. 

Even though educational issues are 
not the focal point of the Union’s work, 
there are many teachers at all levels 
and educational politicians in the EU 
member states who feel a great respon-
sibility to cooperate with others to 
change our education systems so that 
sustainable development becomes a 
guiding light in the education sector 
from pre-school to university. And it is 
an imperative necessity.

The necessity to change education is 
of considerable proportions all over the 
world. But the need is greatest in our 
part of the world, the wealthy part. At 
the same time as statistics so convinc-
ingly demonstrate that the population 
in the wealthy part have the longest 
and most advanced education, the life-
style of our population means that we 
consume most of the limited natural re-
sources of the world, most energy, we 
produce most emissions of greenhouse 
gases, and so on. In other words, we 
are making the outstandingly biggest 
”ecological footprint”. 

Education in general has not been 
able to create sufficient insight into the 
need to change production and con-
sumption patterns as the higher the av-
erage level of education, the greater the 
destructive impact on our planet. Can 
the need for a new kind of education – 
education for sustainable development 
– be expressed more clearly? Therefore 
we have to change, to re-orient, our ed-
ucation systems so that they really are 
permeated by the perspective of sus-
tainable development, but at the same 
time also guarantee that everyone has a 
right to education in accordance with 
UN human rights declarations. The 
change must come now. Not in five 
years. Not in ten years. This is why the 
UN resolution on a special decade of 
education for sustainable development 
is so extremely important. It is a golden 
opportunity for all of us. 

The political will and responsible 
leadership for tackling many of the ma-
jor challenges facing humanity in all 
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our countries can only be created by 
well-informed and educated public 
opinion. By people able to imagine the 
conditions in which other human be-
ings live. By people who can see the hu-
man faces behind the statistics. By peo-
ple who can feel the disappointment of 
parents who cannot afford to send 
their children to school, who cannot 
give their hungry children food or who 
cannot protect their children from ma-
laria, HIV/AIDS or other diseases. The 
world needs public opinion which, in 
democratic elections, elects political 
leaders who are able to take responsi-
ble and long-term decisions. This is the 
whole point of education for sustaina-
ble development.

EDuCatIOn	fOr	SuStaInablE	
DEvElOpmEnt

UNESCO has for 30 years carried out 
excellent and vital work which led to 
the way we today describe Education 
for Sustainable Development. This is 
recorded in various documents. It is 
usually summarised in a number of key 
words and phrases: participation, re-
sponsibility, interdisciplinary working 
methods, global perspectives appropri-
ately applied locally and culturally, crit-
ical thinking. ESD should lead to the 
willingness and ability to freely and 
voluntarily take part in work to achieve 
a sustainable future.

UN has designated UNESCO to be 
the lead agency for work to be carried 
out during the UN Decade. In this role, 
UNESCO has done so much to ensure 
success, but we must always bear in 
mind that responsibility for the key 
measures – national measures – lies 
with the member states. UNESCO can 
only “invite and encourage” govern-
ments to “consider” measures for the 
implementation of the fundamental 
ideas of ESD and the Decade in their 
respective education systems and plans. 

The United Nations Economic Com-
mission for Europe (UNECE), UN’s re-
gional organization with 55 Member 
States, has also done impressive work 

to strengthen ESD. The important UN-
ECE Strategy for Education for Sus-
tainable Development was adopted at 
the high-level meeting in Vilnius in 
March 2005. In the strategy ESD is de-
fined as a

lifelong process from early child-
hood to higher and adult education 
and goes beyond formal education. 
As values, lifestyles and attitudes are 
established from an early age, the 
role of education is of particular im-
portance for children. Since learning 
takes place as we take on different 
roles in our lives, ESD has to be con-
sidered as a “life-wide” process. It 
should permeate learning pro-
grammes at all levels, including vo-
cational education, training for edu-
cators, and continuing education for 
professionals and decision makers. 
(UNECE, 2005, 5)
In the framework for implementa-

tion it is stated that each country is re-
sponsible for implementing the Strategy 
(UNECE, 2005b).

ESD can be formulated in different 
ways but they all express the same fun-
damental ideas. It feels quite natural at 
this point to mention briefly how it was 
formulated in my home country, Swe-
den, by the Government’s Committee 
on Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment in 2004.

Education for sustainable develop-
ment should be characterized by the 
following features:

• Many multifaceted illustrations of 
economic, social and environmental 
conditions and processes should be 
dealt with in an integrated manner 
by using interdisciplinary working 
methods. 
• Conflicting objectives and syner-
gies between different needs and in-
terests should be clarified. 
• Content should have a long-term 
perspective extending from the past 
to the future, from the global to the 
local. 
• Democratic working methods 
should be used so that students can 

influence the design and content of 
educational programmes. 
• Learning should be reality-based 
with close and frequent contact with 
nature and society. 
• Learning should focus on problem 
solving and stimulate critical think-
ing and readiness to act. 
• Both the process and the product 
of education are important. (Com-
mittee on Education for Sustainable 
Development, 2004, 19)
Education intended to support sus-

tainable development must reflect all 
three dimensions of sustainable devel-
opment – economic, social and envi-
ronmental. Sustainable development 
must not be seen as a new field of 
study, but rather as a perspective that is 
added to all school and university sub-
jects. The sustainable development per-
spective can then be seen as an aid for 
teachers to select relevant content in 
the educational process. It is important 
that, as far as possible, real problems 
are dealt with, problems that have an 
impact on students’ lives and the reality 
and the society they live in. Problems 
that one can exert an influence on and 
which are important to achieving sus-
tainable development both locally and 
globally. The work of the school must 
therefore also be directed towards soci-
ety, to cooperation with people and or-
ganisations outside the school, at home 
as well as abroad.

Active pupil and student participa-
tion must be established as early as pre-
school, and opportunities must be pro-
vided for it to grow by allowing stu-
dents to take part in planning activities 
throughout their time at school or uni-
versity. The concept of participation 
must permeate education for sustaina-
ble development on every level. Stu-
dents and pupils must be seen as full 
citizens while still taking part in an ed-
ucational programme. The individual 
teacher is to provide a clear structure 
for the schoolwork, with clearly de-
fined expectations for student perform-
ance. But it is important not to under-
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mine the teacher’s role as a knowledge 
bank and an expert in his or her fields. 
The teacher must never relinquish his 
or her responsibility to lead the proc-
ess.

The development of a capacity for 
critical thinking and questioning is im-
portant since there is no predetermined 
way in which to achieve sustainable de-
velopment. It presupposes active, crea-
tive and critical citizens who are good 
at solving problems and conflicts 
through cooperation. Therefore, educa-
tion for sustainable development is not 
indoctrination. It never should be, since 
we can never know for sure whether 
the application of certain knowledge or 
technology, or certain behaviour, can 
lead to the expected result. 

ESD can be drawn on both in a 
more problem-oriented, interdiscipli-
nary format, and also in the teaching of 
traditional subjects through the choice 
of examples and perspectives that make 
teaching more meaningful from the 
perspective of sustainable development. 
At the university level ESD can be 
achieved both by obligatory courses 
and by all subjects being taught from a 
sustainable development perspective – 
but the most important thing is that all 
students should be included. 

Early childhood education has a par-
ticular importance as a basis for ESD in 
the lifelong learning process. This was 
recently emphasised in the Gothenburg 
Recommendations on ESD, adopted in 
November 2008, where it was stated 
that:

It is also imperative that Early 
Childhood Education is recognised 
as the starting point for lifelong 
learning within ESD. All children 
have the right to education, and it is 
in the early years (birth to age 8) 
that children have the greatest ca-
pacity to learn. It is in the early 
childhood period that children de-
velop their basic values, attitudes, 
skills, behaviours and habits, which 
may be long lasting. We know from 
experience that even very young 

children are capable of sophisticated 
thinking in relation to socio-envi-
ronmental issues and that the earlier 
ESD is introduced the greater the 
impact can be. (UNECE, 2008)
From this perspective, among others, 

the current information from the Edu-
cation for All Global Monitoring Re-
port 2009 is especially tragic: 

One in three children in developing 
countries (193 million in total) 
reaches primary school age having 
had their brain development and ed-
ucation prospects impaired by mal-
nutrition – a figure that rises to over 
40% in parts of South Asia. High 
economic growth in some countries 
has done little to reduce child mal-
nutrition, calling into question cur-
rent public policies. (EFA, 2009)
The need to eradicate hunger and 

extreme poverty as a precondition for 
the fight for sustainable development 
with the support of education cannot 
be expressed more clearly than this.

hIghEr	EDuCatIOn

Universities all over the world play a 
major role in developing and dissemi-
nating ideas on ESD. We should there-
fore think back to the highly significant 
United Nations University/UNESCO 
international conference entitled Path-
ways Towards a Shared Future: Chang-
ing Roles of Higher Education in a 
Globalised World. The conference was 
held in the UN House in Tokyo, on 29–
30 August 2007. The concluding rec-
ommendations for Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) that emerged must 
be disseminated to universities around 
the world. They are as follows:

a) University authorities should 
draw up action plans to ensure that 
education is indeed characterised by 
a sustainable development (SD) per-
spective. 
b) The boards of the faculties should 
assume responsibility for main-
streaming SD/ESD into all educa-
tional programmes. This should be 
done through a participatory proc-

ess involving students and student 
organisations. 
c) The boards of the faculties should 
improve opportunities for all mem-
bers of the university community in-
cluding students to become compe-
tent in SD and to engage with the 
(local) civil society. 
d) The university managements 
should create an organisation/organ-
isation structures with a cross-disci-
plinary mandate to promote ESD ac-
tivities. 
e) The universities should engage in 
joint learning experiences/create 
strong partnerships with companies, 
governments, NGOs etc. on SD/
ESD. 
f) HEIs should become models of 
SD, not only in what is taught but in 
how all manner of university activity 
is carried out, i.e. purchasing policy, 
campus greening, employment poli-
cy, equity and other such issues. 
g) The boards of the faculties should 
earmark development funds in order 
to achieve the above objectives. 
(UNESCO, 2008)
Universities in different parts of the 

world often proudly present their vi-
sions and objectives. One objective that 
comes up time and again in presenta-
tions is that the university will work to-
wards becoming an internationally 
prominent university and conduct re-
search of the highest world class. Their 
ambitions in the field of education are 
almost always lower than those in the 
field of research. Bearing in mind the 
challenges facing humanity, there is ab-
solutely no reason to reduce levels of 
ambition for research, but there is eve-
ry reason to raise the level of ambition 
for the education offered by our uni-
versities. Universities, above all, should 
be the institutions to reflect on what 
ESD could offer them. Universities that 
strive to improve the quality of their 
educational programmes must embrace 
the fundamental ideas of ESD and put 
them into practice. I wish that all uni-
versities, and in particular those that 
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are sometimes referred to as prestige 
universities, should both compete and 
cooperate with each other to be among 
the forerunners as “Universities for a 
Sustainable Future”. 

One way of emphasising the impor-
tance of sustainable development could 
be legislation. The Swedish Govern-
ment proposed three years ago that the 
Swedish Parliament amend the Higher 
Education Act. The Parliament ap-
proved the amendment so that, with ef-
fect from 1 February 2006, ‘in their ac-
tivities, higher education institutions 
shall promote sustainable development 
that ensures present and future genera-
tions a healthy and good environment, 
economic and social welfare and jus-
tice.’ (Ministry of Education and Re-
search, 2006)

This is a very logical decision since it 
is absolutely essential that those who 
graduate from our universities as teach-
ers, engineers, doctors, social workers, 
journalists, and so on must know how 
to work to achieve sustainable develop-
ment. The proposal to amend the 
Higher Education Act has generally 
been received positively by the univer-
sity leaders in Sweden.

SD must be an important focus for 
universities, but their freedom to ex-
plore this idea in ways that make con-
textual sense to them and their stake-
holders needs to be safeguarded against 
too instrumentalist and prescriptive a 
view.

The students’ own organisations are 
extremely important in this context. It 
is essential we encourage them to tackle 
the issue of education for sustainable 
development. Those who are studying 
in higher education today are the ones 
who will be building the future. They 
are the ones who will have to bear the 
consequences of the wrong, short-term 
decisions that are taken today. A civil 
engineer who graduates this year will 
have an active working life until the 
middle of this century. A teacher who 
graduates this year will, during her or 

his teaching life, influence people who 
will live into the next century. For this 
reason, students and their organisa-
tions must have every opportunity to 
influence educational programmes so 
that they promote sustainable develop-
ment.

However, it is not enough for the 
sustainable development perspective to 
be limited to formal education. It must 
pervade all education, formal, non-for-
mal and informal education, that is 
carried out in society, including person-
nel training at companies and in the 
public sector. I am convinced that the 
companies and public institutions that 
make sustainable development the 
guiding principle of their personnel 
training will soon realise the great ad-
vantages of this approach. Their staff 
will feel proud to be involved in opera-
tions that aim to make a responsible 
contribution to the sustainable devel-
opment of the society. Here I believe 
trade union organisations can play a 
particularly important and proactive 
role. It concerns trade unions in all 
fields throughout the world.

tOp-DOWn	anD	bOttOm-up

The 2005–2014 Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development is the 
golden opportunity for all of us – com-
mitted teachers at all levels, school and 
university heads, students, education 
ministers and other education politi-
cians all around the world – to take 
these matters seriously, to work with 
others to change all levels of our educa-
tion systems, so that when the students 
have completed their education they 
will really possess the ability and will 
to work actively for sustainable devel-
opment in our societies. 

In Europe we have all the necessary 
conditions for ensuring that the con-
cept of sustainable development is inte-
grated into our education systems. We 
have in general well-trained teachers, 
we have well-developed adult educa-
tion in most of our countries, we have 

thousands of good universities and in-
stitutes of higher education with mil-
lions of students, and we have thou-
sands of determined educational politi-
cians. Thus, in order to be successful in 
our efforts, the promotion of ESD must 
be based on two processes, both of 
them equally important. One top-down 
and the other bottom-up. Both these 
processes must exist at all levels in soci-
ety, national, regional and local. 

The top-down process involves peo-
ple with power and influence at various 
levels making use of this power and in-
fluence to promote ESD. The bottom-
up process is based on individual citi-
zens’ knowledge of ESD and their will-
ingness to assume responsibility to pro-
mote ESD even when there is no 
support from above, that is to say, even 
when those who have every opportuni-
ty to use their influence to promote 
ESD do not, for whatever reason.

Most important in the top-down 
process are, of course, the governments 
of the UN member states which sup-
ported the action programmes at Jo-
hannesburg in 2002 and, before that, 
the Agenda 21 in Rio de Janeiro in 
1992. And most important in these 
governments are the ministers for edu-
cation and schools. These ministers 
must feel that they have the ultimate 
responsibility for being proactive in the 
work to promote ESD. They must, of 
course, cooperate with other relevant 
ministers. All too often at conferences, 
I have heard participants say they do 
not think the education or schools min-
ister in their own country has assumed 
any responsibility at all for promoting 
ESD. Often it transpires that it is the 
environment minister in their country 
who has shown a certain amount of in-
terest in ESD. 

This is highly positive, of course, but 
because sustainable development cov-
ers issues that involve all three dimen-
sions – economic, social and environ-
mental – it obviously also applies to 
ESD. Since ESD is about changing and 



S
u

S
T

a
i

N
a

b
L

E
 d

E
V

E
L

O
p

m
E

N
T

 a
N

d
 L

i
F

E
L

O
N

g
 L

E
a

r
N

i
N

g

lIfElOng	lEarnIng	In	EurOpE		 	1	 | 	2009										13

re-orienting education systems so they 
can more vigorously support sustaina-
ble development in its three dimen-
sions, then responsibility should natu-
rally lie with ministers of education or 
schools. The measures that govern-
ments should take to promote ESD in-
clude, of course, using laws and ordi-
nances, national curricula, and other 
means to which governments have ac-
cess, to change education systems so 
they are permeated by the sustainable 
development perspective.

At a lower level in the top-down 
process, those in power at state, region-
al or local level must also be made 
aware of their responsibility to pro-
mote ESD in schools in individual 
towns, for instance. Also in these cases, 
local decision-making assemblies pro-
vide opportunities to highlight ESD if 
those directly responsible for the 
schools do not live up to what must be 
expected of them.

The bottom-up process for ESD rests 
with the willingness of individual citi-
zens, in their professional role, in their 
role as parents or grandparents or as 
members of non-governmental organi-
sations, to help strengthen ESD. This 
could be the nursery school teacher or 
teacher in a small pre-school or a 
school out in a rural area. This could 
be the teacher, janitor, or head of a run-
down upper secondary school in a met-
ropolitan suburb. This could be the 
university lecturer at a famous prestige 
university, the journalist working for a 
teachers’ journal, the educator in a 
trade union organisation or the staff 
educator within a transnational corpo-
ration. It could also be all those who 
have realised that the implementation 
of ESD could make it more satisfying 
to be a teacher and, for the students 
and pupils, ESD could make it better 
and more meaningful to be in school. 
Many of them might be described as 
committed enthusiasts who are driven 
by a strong conviction and who have 
seen the truth in anthropologist Marga-

ret Mead’s words: ‘Never underesti-
mate the power of a few concerned 
people to change the world. In fact, it’s 
the only thing that ever has.’

In order to strengthen the bottom-up 
process, it is essential to reach out with 
information on ESD and DESD to all 
those ordinary citizens who are deeply 
conscious of their responsibility. The 
ideas behind ESD are so well formulat-
ed and well motivated nowadays that, 
by using relatively simple information, 
it is possible to encourage these citizens 
to embrace the fundamental ideas be-
hind ESD and also to realise that it is 
possible to apply them in a locally rel-
evant contexts. In countries that al-
ready have a well-developed ICT struc-
ture, it is possible to use these commit-
ted enthusiasts to help create networks 
of people who support each other with 
ideas and experience of ESD activities. 
It is therefore essential to urge teacher 
educators, teachers, pre-school teach-
ers, university vice-chancellors, univer-
sity lecturers in different disciplines, 
school heads, students and educators of 
every kind to make use of their existing 
networks or create new ones in order 
to enhance ESD. 

We must do it now. There is no time 
to waste! The national UNESCO com-
missions also have a key role in this 
bottom-up process. The Decade of Ed-
ucation for Sustainable Development 
proclaimed by the United Nations is 
the golden opportunity we cannot af-
ford to miss. Half of the Decade is al-
most over. So much new knowledge on 
ESD has emerged in recent years, with 
good examples from all sectors and all 
levels, that we now have a solid base 
on which to build. With the help of 
ICT, new knowledge and information 
is now available to a greater extent 
than ever before. There are many of us 
who can, and must, help disseminate 
knowledge on ESD to every corner of 
the world. This is an incredible chal-
lenge when we consider that there are 
more than 60 million teachers who rep-

resent a fraction of the groups that 
must be reached.

SOmE	gOOD	EXamplES

Since I have had the privilege to work 
politically with the issue on ESD for al-
most 10 years now, I have met many 
enthusiastic and hard-working people 
in different parts of the world, people 
who really feel and show that the UN 
Decade on ESD is the big chance we 
cannot afford to miss. Teachers in pre-
schools, schools and universities, adult 
educators. Students. Representatives of 
voluntary organisations. Decision mak-
ers. They are all aware of the extensive 
work we have ahead of us to change 
education systems so they can meet the 
challenges we face. The decision to im-
plement a special Decade has really led 
to many excellent initiatives and meas-
ures which are being undertaken by 
highly committed individuals in all 
parts of the world. Here I will limit the 
number of examples of these initiatives 
to very few. 

Of great importance is of course the 
Strategy for Education for Sustainable 
Development approved in March 2005 
by the UN Economic Commission for 
Europe, UNECE. It is of the greatest 
importance that this strategy will be 
implemented in all Member States of 
the region. 

The UN University in Tokyo is cur-
rently working on creating what it calls 
Regional Centres of Expertise on Edu-
cation for Sustainable Development in 
many parts of the world. These centres 
are networks of existing formal, non-
formal and informal education organi-
sations, mobilised to deliver ESD to re-
gional communities establishing con-
nections between universities, upper 
secondary schools, botanical gardens, 
regional authorities and so on. There 
are more than 60 of these centres at 
present (see http://www.ias.unu.edu).

A good way to make ESD more con-
crete for all the agencies in society is to 
highlight particularly good initiatives 
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that are being undertaken to promote 
sustainable development through edu-
cation. This could be achieved by 
awards of different kinds. An excellent 
example is what Germany is doing in 
the Decade Project (see http://www.
dekade.org/sites/projekte1.htm). This is 
based on a pre-school, school, univer-
sity or organisation having the right to 
call itself a Decade Project for a period 
of two years, thus creating increased 
interest in its activities. The advantage 
to this type of award is that greater co-
hesion is created among the staff in the 
relevant unit in their work to promote 
sustainable development, while achiev-
ing higher quality in their organisation. 

In Sweden the prize awarded by the 
education authorities is called “School 
for Sustainable Development” (see 
http://www.skolverket.se/sb/d/2275/
a/12732). The pre-school or school 
that fulfils certain specific criteria is 
then given the right to call itself a 
School for Sustainable Development 
for a period of three years. At the end 
of the period, the school can apply for 
the award again but, this time, it must 
fulfil even stricter requirements to show 
that it has come even further in its ESD 
efforts. It is important that the state 
should assume responsibility for an 
award to promote ESD and that the 
award should be based on criteria that 
take into account the three dimensions 
– economic, social and environmental – 
in the concept of sustainable develop-
ment.

The UNESCO World Conference on 
Education for Sustainable Development 
takes place in Bonn, Germany from 31 
March to 2 April 2009 with 700 par-
ticipants from most of the countries in 
the world. This is a very important 
conference. Therefore, my sincere wish 
is that the representatives from Europe 
and particularly the Ministers of Edu-
cation and School from the EU coun-
tries firmly indicate that we in Europe 
take ESD seriously. And demonstrate 
that Europe will show strong leader-

ship in the important work, together 
with committed countries and individu-
als all over the world, to promote ESD 
during the second half of the UN Dec-
ade on Education for Sustainable De-
velopment. 
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Otava Folk high School

believes:

Sustainable
is 

more 

than 

able
The Otava Folk High School is nowadays widely 

known for its work for future research and alternative 

pedagogies. Education for Sustainable Development is 

seen as a way to implement alternative pedagogy and 

a holistic approach in the school’s work. 

Kaisa Lindström
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T he school is located in the 
city of Mikkeli in the cen-
tre of Finland. The pictur-
esque, wooden main build-

ing has stood at Otava Campus for 
more than a hundred years. 

The school recruits students from all 
over the country, nowadays increasing-
ly via the Internet and also from 
abroad. Otava’s learning environment 
expanded to the Internet twelve years 
ago, giving participation opportunities 
for those who, for one reason or anoth-
er, are not able to take part in campus 
activities. Traditional boarding school 
facilities and modern online learning 
environments form the basis of Otava’s 
work.

There are approximately 100 stu-
dents living and studying together at 
the Otava Campus. At the same time, 
more than 500 students are doing their 
studies via the Internet, in the Internet 
Upper Secondary School for Adults or 
in the Internet Comprehensive School 
Programme for Adults. There are also 
learners who are doing multi-method 
adult education studies, either formal 
or non-formal, on the Internet and in 
workshops at the Campus. One of the 
big challenges we have faced is how to 
tie the Internet and the Campus even 
closer together and how to move from 
either/or thinking towards both/and 
thinking when the concepts “near” and 
“far” are concerned. We believe that 
these two elements complement each 
other instead of competing with each 
other.

In Otava, the starting point for edu-
cation for sustainable development 
(ESD) is the idea of a global citizen 
who is able and capable to work for a 
sustainable future. ESD is not only the 
content of a particular course but like 
sugar in a tea, nicely spread every-
where, from the ways of thinking, do-
ing and valuing, and our views of 
knowledge to understanding, meaning 

and action, the structure of organizing 
learning, and holistic and authentic 
learning. 

altErnatIvE	WayS	Of	thInKIng,	
DOIng	anD	valuIng

Finnish legislation allows each folk 
high school to emphasize its own val-
ues, ideology and pedagogical objec-
tives. One of 90 Folk High Schools in 
Finland, the Otava Folk High School 
(Otava FHS) is non-aligned and it fol-
lows Grundtvigian values. The staff of 
Otava FHS have formulated four val-
ues. The first is the perspective of rela-
tive truth, which means that truth can 
be found through discussions with oth-
ers and by looking at phenomena from 
different viewpoints. The second value 
is open dialogue and interaction: dia-
logue is a way for learning together 
and learning from each other. The first 
two values are not possible without the 
third: democracy and empowerment 
(Grundtvig’s term folkelig). The school 
environment should be a place where 
there is space for equality and democ-
racy. Fear does not promote learning. 
The fourth value is the perspective of 
time: the past, the present and the fu-
ture are tied together. 

At Otava, these values are seen 
through eight criteria for action. The 
first criterion is renewal. Our task is to 
find new pedagogical ways and ideas, 
piloting new methods and structures. 
Secondly, we believe that every learner 
is a “different” learner. Diversity of 
learners and their learning styles has to 
be taken seriously. The third is the cri-
terion of dynamic knowledge. Under-
standing and action are the levels we 
try to reach. Action is not possible 
without changes in attitudes. The 
fourth criterion is openness and con-
necting with others. The fifth criterion 
relates to the ways we offer educational 
services: learners’ needs have to come 
first instead of the contents of a course, 

a curriculum, or a timetable. In accord-
ance with the sixth criterion, learning 
activities are tied together through In-
ternet contents and tools which are 
constantly available for learners. The 
seventh criterion is the creation of a 
flourishing campus, where students and 
staff, “far” and “near” interact with 
each other. The last criterion contains 
the idea of an “invisible economy”: the 
staff and students share goals and 
know their responsibilities. These crite-
ria give us a fruitful ground to work 
for sustainable development from all 
angles: ecological, economic, cultural 
and societal. 

Education for sustainable develop-
ment was included in the Otava Folk 
High School Action Plan in the begin-
ning of the 1990s and on a small scale 
even before that. Actually, it was the 
students who started the process by 
asking questions such as “Why don’t 
we act, we only talk! Why only theory, 
why not working for the nature?” The 
students’ voice became louder and it 
was me as their teacher who had to 
open my ears to their message. I asked 
the students if they could draw up an 
ecological plan for the school and in-
clude in their proposals how to mini-
mize energy use, how to recycle waste 
at Campus and how to replace multi-
national products with more ecological 
and sustainable ones. And they did so. 
The plan was accepted first in the 
teachers’ meeting, and then by the 
school board. It was a starting point – 
a very inspiring one. Since then the 
working plans of the Otava Folk High 
School have included the ideas of pro-
moting sustainable development and 
global citizenship, and finding alterna-
tive ways for learning about these phe-
nomena. 

We joined the Baltic Sea Project and 
the Globe Project to network with oth-
er schools. We started the Joint Nordic 
Baltic Project in 1992 to learn more 
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about education for sustainable devel-
opment. The staff and students have 
many fond memories of the joint work 
camps in Estonia and Latvia. After 
those days our networks for sustaina-
ble development have expanded in 
many different directions.

For me, as an adult educator and ed-
ucator for sustainable development, as 
well as for our work community this 
kind of networking meant an extremely 
important support; especially because 
in those days talking about ecological 
issues or environmental problems was 
not as trendy as it is nowadays thanks 
to increasing public awareness and in-
terest.

SOurCES	Of	InSpIratIOn

There are some other sources of inspi-
ration I have to mention, first of them 
N. F. S. Grundtvig, “the father of the 
Nordic folk high school”. We at Otava 
see many links to education for sustain-
able development in Grundtvig’s peda-
gogical ideas. Especially links to the 
cultural and social pillars of his think-
ing are very clear. We can also see how 
disappointed he was when looking at 
the development of the Industrial soci-
ety. Ivan Illich’s criticism towards the 
school system and teaching methods 
has opened our eyes to focusing on 
learning instead of institutions (Finger 
& Asun, 2001, 9–14). The thoughts of 
Matthias Finger and Jose Manuel Asun 
in the book Adult Education at the 
Crossroads. Learning Our Way Out 
(2001), have inspired discussion about 
new challenges for adult education. Ac-
cording to Finger and Asun, adult edu-
cation has an important role to play in 
building a sustainable human commu-
nity, which is increasingly threatened 
by turbo-capitalism, the decay of poli-
tics, postmodernism and the ecological 
crisis (Finger & Asun, 2001, 105–107). 
At Otava we believe this too. Arjen E. 
J. Wals, a Dutch educator for sustain-

able development, has designed anchor 
points for integrating sustainability in 
education. According to him, total im-
mersion, diversity of learning styles, ac-
tive participation, the value of valuing, 
balancing “far” and “near”, the case 
study approach, the social dimension 
of learning, and learning for action are 
anchors towards which we need to 
work. In his words: ‘Above all, it 
means that a holistic and integrated ap-
proach needs to be taken to both the 
understanding and the implementation 
of sustainable development.’ (van den 
Bor, Holen & Wals, 2000, 28)

WOrKIng	fOr	a	bEttEr	futurE

Our work community considers itself a 
learning organization and a team com-
munity. Our teams have defined their 
goals for sustainable development. 
Evaluation and auditing show how the 
goals have been reached. Sometimes 
the steps forward are small, but they 
become visible when evaluating the 
work systematically. And even a small 
step can be something to be proud of. 
When we have initiated an interesting 
online discussion about Finnish energy 
politics, we can be glad. When the use 
of photocopying paper is decreasing, 
we can be proud. When the kitchen 
team has made a plan to use local 
products, like potatoes or locally baked 
bread, we can thank them. When crite-
ria for sustainable development is taken 
into account in investments in comput-
ers, we can be proud. All of us need 
good examples and encouragement 
from others.

Studies at the Otava Campus and on 
the Internet complement each other. We 
have started to give the choice to the 
learner – they can decide whether they 
prefer to come “near” or learn from 
geographically “far”. Sometimes it is 
much wiser to follow a lecture from 
home using the Connect Pro channel 
on the Internet than to travel hundreds 

of kilometres to Otava. Then, when the 
person decides to come to the campus, 
there is a real reason to come. But it is 
up to the person to make the decision.

For ten years the Otava FHS had 
two campuses, one in the centre of 
Mikkeli and the other in Otava. In the 
summer 2008 the campuses were unit-
ed into one for economic, social and 
ecological reasons. It did not make 
sense anymore to travel from one place 
to another for lectures, meetings, team-
work and so on. When we moved to 
one place, we made the decision to of-
fer a lease bike for everyone who 
thought she or he needed it for work 
trips or for health reasons. Twenty bik-
ers have now cycled thousands of kilo-
metres, also during winter time. Expe-
riences are encouraging for leasing 
more bikes next year. The carbon foot-
print of Otava FHS has shrunk a lot as 
far as commuting is concerned. 

ImplEmEntIng	SuStaInablE	
DEvElOpmEnt	In	lEarnIng

As we all know, bazaars, temples, sta-
diums and theatres originate from the 
antiquity. In Otava they are also arenas 
of learning. Like Ivan Illich showed in 
the 1970s, schools are like reservations 
for the children of the industrial socie-
ty, places where youngsters are collect-
ed to keep them off the streets while 
their parents work in factories. There is 
no pedagogical evidence that learners 
learn best in classrooms when a school 
day is divided into 45 minute teaching 
sessions and most of the teaching is 
one-way information from the teacher 
to the pupil. Educators and school ex-
perts still follow this tradition, though 
we might think in our minds that per-
haps there could be better ways for 
good learning. 

Renewing a structure
In Otava, we saw how ineffective this 
kind of structure was when running 
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different kinds of educational pro-
grammes at the same time. We organ-
ized courses separately and there were 
not many real possibilities for common 
learning or possibilities to choose ele-
ments from other programmes accord-
ing to the learners’ needs or desires. 
Little by little we started to think how 
we could change the structure so that it 
would be more open and connective. 
We found a model from the antiquity, 
from a society of free citizens. Now our 
study week consists of four types of 
learning arenas which are also open to 
the Internet student (Linturi, 2008).

The “Market place” or “Bazaar” is 
the most societal one. We gather three 
times a week in the Bazaar to learn and 
to share something we consider impor-
tant enough to be shared. We can also 
invite visitors to the Bazaar to lecture 
or play music, and so on. We have used 
methods like World Café and Living Li-
brary. Both staff and students are ac-
tors, learners and participants in the 
Bazaar.

“The Temple” is a sacred place for 
learning. Quality is created when ordi-
nary lessons turn into something spe-
cial. The Temple allows students to 
concentrate on one topic or phenome-
non for a period of 10 to 15 learning 
hours without interruptions many 
times a day. The challenge for the 
teacher is to simplify, illustrate, model 
and most of all, to use different interac-
tive and dialogue methods during the 
Temple learning periods. The focus is 
on the learning process, not on the 
teacher’s performance.

“The Stadium” is a natural arena for 
boarding schools, meaning that time 
after dinner when students have time to 
practice what they have learned. We 
need different amounts of time to learn 
something well. For example, English 
vocabulary, a new piece of music, math 
tasks or essays could need Stadium 
time. A football game and watching a 

film are societal learning at its best, as 
is doing homework together, preparing 
supper together, or simply having fun 
together. 

Finally, the “Theatre” refers to 
learning workshops that are organised 
during weekends. They are similar to 
traditional short courses but have lots 
of elements of sharing. Theatre week-
ends take place once a month. Each 
Theatre weekend has a common theme, 
such as the future of teaching, energy 
and climate change in the framework 
of future research; the future of multi-
cultural identity; social media and fu-
ture learning skills; sustainable devel-
opment and learning for a better fu-
ture. Theatre weekends are open to all 
students. Some of the students have al-
so other roles: they can be responsible 
for videoing or writing articles, or they 
can work as computer experts as a part 
of their own studies. Adult learners 
who come to take part in the work-
shops get company from younger 
learners. Theatres give Internet learners 
the possibility to come and participate 
in face-to-face learning, for example 
learning in groups, or have their work 
evaluated whilst at the same time being 
involved in fascinating new topics and 
interactive learning.

By connecting all these arenas for 
learning with the Internet we can pro-
vide a variety of support for individual 
or community learning.

Phenomenon based curriculum
The change in the structure quite soon 
led to the need for changing the curric-
ulum. Problem based learning, the case 
study approach as well as Kilpatrick 
type project learning were familiar to 
us. We had previously used them in 
non-formal courses, but now we want-
ed to expand these ideas also to formal 
education. According to Arjen Wals, 
too, ‘infusion of sustainability, however 
defined, into a traditional curriculum is 

not enough.’ (van der Bor, Halen, & 
Wals, 2000, 83)

Phenomenon based learning is very 
close to these ideas. The aim is to com-
bine contents of many different courses 
and find a phenomenon behind them. 
The phenomenon in question should be 
topical and related to the curriculum 
but it should be more flexible and cho-
sen by students according to their real 
interests. We as educators provide a 
framework, but it is the students who 
start to work on a phenomenon, in 
teams or individually. It is very easy to 
link education for sustainable develop-
ment with this type of learning.

So far we have experiences from a 
one week project at rapid Puuskankoski 
in August 2008. The place was an in-
teresting Natura area in the Mäntyhar-
ju route (in southern Savo), where en-
ergy, ecology, field studies and research 
were connected with media and mobile 
information. One group of learners ca-
noed for four days during which they 
sent photos, data and messages to the 
media group which was responsible for 
using the material in daily broadcast-
ing, on web pages and in Internet pub-
lications. Journalism and media as well 
as computer skills and research were 
connected to theoretical learning. Par-
ticipants got a good picture of real re-
search methods used in natural scienc-
es. Environmental history came into 
the picture when students listened to 
people from the local energy power sta-
tion and fishing society. They learned 
what the “catch and release” method 
means and what it has to do with na-
ture protection. All productions were 
presented by participants after the 
week. Many students afterwards com-
pleted their studies, for instance in biol-
ogy, via the Internet.

One group of students and staff was 
responsible for logistics and food sup-
plies. One group studied “where our 
food comes from”, collecting mush-
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rooms and berries and preparing food 
for others from these ingredients. Ap-
proximately 80 people took part in 
these activities, including both campus 
and Internet students. In addition to 
teachers, also staff from the kitchen, 
support services, administration, mar-
keting and planning were involved.

The Puuskankoski project was a 
good start for the academic year. Some 
of the activities continued after the 
week. The energy group organized a 
carbon footprint measurement event 
for the whole school in our morning 
Bazaar before Christmas holidays. I 
think many people in Otava now try to 
make their carbon footprint smaller. 
Still we could do much more to make 
our workplace a low-carbon environ-
ment. 

The experience was so encouraging 
that we decided to repeat the Pu-
uskankoski project this August. The 
concept will be similar but improved 
according to what we learned from last 
year’s experiences. As an organization 
we have learnt something sustainable: 
we don’t always need to start from 
scratch! Besides Puuskankoski type 
“phenomena” we will take some new 
themes into account. Education for sus-
tainable development or sustainable fu-
ture is a part of almost all of them, in 
one way or another. “Where our food 
comes from” is a phenomenon of 
which we got a little taste last autumn, 
but next time we will take it further. 
We will also study topics such as “the 
Future of the Baltic Sea”, “Piracy”, and 
“the Old and New Work”, all of them 
related to the societal and cultural pil-
lars of sustainable development. And 
again we will do this by using experts, 
research orientation, learning by doing 
methods and finally, by connecting eve-
rything with the question “near” and 
“far”, the Campus and the Internet.

thE	WOrK	COntInuES

We have been networking actively with 
research institutes and with traditional 
and new organizations working for 
sustainable development. The Finnish 
Society for Future Studies has for a 
long time been an important partner of 
ours. The Finnish Society for Environ-
mental Education (SYKSE) has given us 
a lot of support. Otava is also involved 
in SOMETU, a network for promoting 
social media in education. The environ-
mental organisation Dodo and the 
Demos Helsinki think tank have given 
us a lot of inspiration, not only by Car-
rot Mobbing but also by showing 
many new ways of promoting low-car-
bon lifestyles and encouraging people 
to make sustainable choices.

Sometimes when I greet some of my 
smiling colleagues who have cycled a 
long way from Mikkeli to Otava 
through snow storm on wet, slippery, 
icy roads, I think this could be our 
message: low-carbon life is fun! Believe 
me, it really can be.
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The Centre for Alternative Technology trains people 

in the practical skills and methods needed to make 

the transition to a low-carbon economy.

Alex Randall

re-skilling  

britain 

T he seriousness of our pre-
dicament has yet to be 
grasped by many. The most 
recent evidence on both cli-

mate change and energy security reveals 
a situation more urgent than had been 
expected. Consensus among scientists is 
that we are approaching a point where 
our fossil fuel emissions trigger a range 
of very much larger, unstoppable runa-
way climate feedbacks. In addition, our 
relentless fossil fuelled economies will 
soon be halted by the immovable facts 
of geology. Although no-one is talking 
about oil and gas “running out”, we 
now realise that just as energy demand 
is exploding across the globe, our ability 

to annually increase production is, for 
the first time in our history, reaching a 
peak and must inevitably decline. The 
remaining oil is harder to extract from 
the ground and harder to process.

The political response to this emer-
gency has failed on a number of levels. 
Nations have yet to agree a framework 
for reducing emissions to a safe level. 
We are all holding onto great hope that 
the negotiations in the UN Climate 
Change Conference in Copenhagen this 
year will produce a safe and fair global 
agreement. But a global commitment to 
reduce emissions is only the first part of 
the challenge. Individual nations are ill-
equipped and unprepared to make the 

required reductions. In the UK we not 
only face the technical challenges of 
making massive reductions in our emis-
sions but we also face a more complex 
problem that cannot be overcome by 
technology alone. We are facing an 
enormous skills gap. Britain does not 
currently have the skilled people to 
move us from our current carbon inten-
sive economy to a low-carbon alterna-
tive. We simply do not have the skilled 
people who understand how to install 
and maintain renewable energy systems, 
build using low-impact techniques and 
produce food with minimal energy and 
chemical inputs. 



S
u

S
T

a
i

N
a

b
L

E
 d

E
V

E
L

O
p

m
E

N
T

 a
N

d
 L

i
F

E
L

O
N

g
 L

E
a

r
N

i
N

g

22										l IfElOng	lEarnIng	In	EurOpE		 	1	 | 	2009

CEntrE	fOr	altErnatIvE	
tEChnOlOgy

Solving climate and energy problems 
has usually focused on technology. The 
questions have been about what the 
technical possibilities are, what the con-
straints of existing technologies might 
be and how they could be overcome. 
The debates have usually focused on the 
technical and ethical merits of respective 
technologies. In the UK pressure groups 
vocally campaign for and against wind 
power, nuclear and tidal power. Their 
arguments often focus on the technical 
viability of the technology itself. Oppo-
nents battle each other in the press and 
in public meetings about the technical 
shortcomings or advantages of their re-
spective technologies. But little attention 
has been paid to the human constraints 
we might encounter. Who will install 
these technologies? Who will manufac-
ture them, who will carry out the re-
search and development? Answering 
these questions calls for nothing short of 
a massive shake-up of training and edu-
cation in the UK. The barriers to achiev-
ing climate and energy security are not 
longer technological; they are human. 
Ambitious calls for a shift from fossil fu-
els to clean, renewable technologies re-
quires a monumental exercise in re-skill-
ing. The final hurdle is not a question 
for engineers, but for educators.

In a disused slate quarry in Wales we 
have begun the process of training the 
people Britain will need to make this 
transformation. The Centre for Alterna-
tive Technology (CAT) trains people in 
the practical skills and methods we will 
need to make the transition to a low-
carbon economy. This means more than 
understanding the theory behind various 
clean technologies. It means gaining a 
practical, hands-on understanding of 
how to work with renewable energy, 
low energy building and sustainable 
land use.

The CAT has an educational pro-
gramme that can provide the skills, 
training and understanding to meet 
these challenges. Our educational activi-
ties focus on more than just equipping 
adults with new skills in low-carbon 
technologies. We operate right across 
the board engaging with school chil-
dren, teenagers, students, postgraduates 
and professionals. Our courses are 
aimed at people who are hoping to take 
on technical and practical roles but also 
managers and policymakers. Re-skilling 
Britain requires more than simply teach-
ing a new set of skills to a select few. It 
means changing everyone’s understand-
ing of how we produce and consume 
energy. And that requires an educational 
programme that engages with people no 
matter what their existing skills set or 
professional experience might be.  

Renewable technologies need trained 
installers. Whether we are talking about 
home scale solar installations or enor-
mous wind farms we still need people 
who are trained and qualified to install 
and maintain them. CAT also offers 
courses that address this need. Electri-
cians can gain the qualifications they 
need to install solar electric systems. 
Plumbers can train to install solar water 
heating and builders can learn to work 
with low impact building materials like 
earth and hemp.

EngagIng	WIth	ISSuES:	
pOStgraDuatE	prOgrammES

What we offer at CAT goes beyond 
practical and technical skills. We also 
offer courses that give people under-
standing of the global predicament we 
find ourselves in. Our courses cover cli-
mate science, sustainable economics 
and energy markets. We also cover eth-
ical and philosophical issues relating to 
the environment and humanity’s place 
in it. The history and politics of the en-
vironmental movement is studied and 
critically debated.

CAT currently offers three postgrad-
uate programmes that combine the 
practical, hands on experience with 
theoretical background and philosophi-
cal debate. Students will find them-
selves installing solar panels on our test 
roof one week and debating the UN’s 
response to climate change the next. 
They can choose to study hydropower 
potential in West Wales or deep ecolo-
gy, depending on their interests and 
skills. The crucial point is that the stu-
dents must engage with the issues both 
practically and theoretically.

Advanced Environmental and Energy 
Studies focuses on the relationship be-
tween people, technology and the envi-
ronment, with particular focus on the 
environmental impact of buildings. The 
course covers technical, social, political 
and economic aspects of environmental 
and energy issues at both global and lo-
cal levels. Each month students attend a 
one-week residential module at CAT. 
Students choose eight modules and com-
plete a thesis to gain an MSc. A full pro-
gramme of lectures, seminars, tutorials 
and practical hands-on sessions runs 
throughout the week. This structure al-
lows students to combine their study 
with other work and family commit-
ments. It is also possible to study the 
course by distance learning or part time. 

Renewable Energy in the Built Envi-
ronment examines the theory and prac-
tice of renewable energy technologies 
with special reference to the built envi-
ronment. It places this topic within the 
political, economic and social back-
ground of energy issues, including glo-
bal examination of energy provision, 
consumption, climate change and local 
environmental considerations. The theo-
ry and practice of renewable energies 
are examined through both practical 
work and the lecture programme, ena-
bling students to critically analyse the 
benefits and drawbacks of renewable 
energy systems.
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CAT also offers a programme that al-
lows architects to gain the second part 
of their qualification. The programme, 
which concentrates on design and a 
wide range of current environmental is-
sues, offers a combination of design and 
academic study with practical experi-
ence that will equip students with design 
experience and vocational skills. Build-
ings and the construction industry play 
an important role in environmental im-
pact, so the potential within the profes-
sion for environmental change is pivotal 
to the entire debate. Emphasis is placed 
on the integration of support studies 
with design proposals, examining the re-
lationship between human beings, the 
environment and our responsibility to-
wards it.

praCtICIng	What	WE	prEaCh

We believe that we should practice 
what we preach. To do anything else 
would make us hypocrites but also re-
duce the impact of what we teach when 
people come to CAT to learn. For ex-
ample, if we teach people that heating 
a building without fossil fuels is possi-
ble then we should also do it at CAT. 
We should not only have an installed 
system for our students to learn from 
but that system should also be heating 
their lecture theatre and workshop. We 
believe that for people to learn proper-
ly they must have working examples to 
learn from. Students’ learning about 
sustainable building should be learning 
that embodies the principles they are 
being taught. This approach is essential 
if we want people to have confidence in 
the approaches we are advocating.

If we are serious about making this 
monumental shift in our energy con-
sumption and generation we need a 
monumental shift in skills and training 
to match it. We are offering these skills 
and training but we cannot do it on 
our own. CAT alone cannot equip the 

entire nation with the skills it needs for 
this transition. The only realistic re-
sponse is that the skills and knowledge 
we teach are integrated throughout the 
education and training in the UK. 

maKIng	a	JuSt	tranSItIOn

So is this simply a question of re-skilling 
our present workforce? It is not hard to 
find an eager idealist who will enthusi-
astically explain that everyone currently 
working in fossil fuel industry can be re-
trained to work with clean technologies. 
Of course the issue is far more compli-
cated. In a shift from carbon intensive 
technologies to clean technologies, jobs 
will be lost in the former and gained in 
the latter. If the only concern are the 
overall employment figures then this ex-
planation is enough. 

But the transition is not likely to hap-
pen simply and easily. Any workforce 
will rightfully fight redundancies, even if 
politicians are claiming that new jobs 
are being created elsewhere. Whole 
communities are based around the pro-
duction and extraction of fossil fuels 
and cannot simply be moved elsewhere 
to new jobs. The notion of ‘just transi-
tion’ has become popular in the debate. 
A just transition calls for not only a 
move from fossil fuels to clean technolo-
gies but for the transition to be made in 
a just, fair and equitable way that does 
not damage communities or leave peo-
ple unemployed. No-one is claiming 
that this transition will be easy, but it is 
one that we must make.
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Education
for  
Sustainable development: 

Training 

for educators
The Mediterranean Education Initiative for the Environment 

and Sustainability aims to develop educators’ capacities in 

the concepts, values and methods of Education for 

Sustainable Development.

Vicky Malotidi
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T raining educators to 
acquire the essential com-
petences for Education for 
Sustainable Development 

constitutes one of the main objectives 
of the UN Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development as well as the 
UNECE Education for Sustainable 
Development Strategy. The MEdIES 
network works in accordance with 
these objectives. The Mediterranean 
Education Initiative for the Environ-
ment and Sustainability (MEdIES) is a 
network of educators, mainly those 
teaching ESD content and methodol-
ogy. Participatory and experiential 
approaches, group work, and the role 
of educators as facilitators and anima-
tors are the basic methods applied in 
MEdIES training activities. This article 
presents the principles and methodo-
logical guidelines of MEdIES, as well as 
two examples of MEdIES training sem-
inars.

traInIng	fOr	ESD

Since the first Intergovernmental Con-
ference on Environmental Education in 
Tbilisi in 1977, Environmental Educa-
tion (EE) has been particularly impor-
tant to the continuing (lifelong) train-
ing of teachers on the principles, peda-
gogical guidelines, methods and prac-
tices of incorporating environmental 
topics in school curricula. The same 
stands for Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) which came to em-
brace and empower EE and other relat-
ed educational movements such as 
health education, consumer education, 
rights education and citizenship educa-
tion. ESD training applies the pedagog-
ic methods and tools of ESD, thus pro-
moting various forms of discussions in-
stead of monologue; more work in the 
field instead of the classroom; issues 
and hypothesis investigation, critical 
thinking and problem solving instead 
of “ready-made” and “correct” an-
swers from handbooks; concepts’ ap-
plication in everyday life instead of ab-

stract theory; and the acquisition of ex-
periences through group work as well 
as individual work (Basu et al., 1993; 
Pilo, 2002). 

Educators’ networks, the use of new 
technologies (ICTs), and distance train-
ing are among current alternative train-
ing methodologies in the framework of 
ESD (Kokkotas, 2004). Furthermore, 
training programmes organised by non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and Centres of EE/ESD provide impor-
tant sources of training for teachers 
(Wilke, 1994). Usually NGO training 
approaches promote changing the role 
of educators from knowledge transmit-
ters to knowledge building facilitators 
and creators of the appropriate learn-
ing environment (Gayford, 2001). 

The above have a stronger impact 
given the current UN Decade of ESD 
(2005–2014). The Decade aims to pro-
mote education as the basis of the sus-
tainable society and the diffusion of 
principles of sustainable development 
in all types of education, whether for-
mal, non-formal or informal, and at all 
levels of educational systems, including 
adult education. The Decade seeks to 
integrate the values inherent in sustain-
able development into all aspects of 
learning to encourage behaviour chang-
es that allow for a more sustainable 
and just society. In line with this, the 
Decade stresses attention to the capac-
ity building and training of educators 
at all levels (UNESCO, 2005). 

Although educators in general fre-
quently express their interest for ESD 
projects, there is not enough time for 
implementing ESD activities either be-
cause the educators get discouraged by 
the organising responsibilities and bu-
reaucracy, or because of their lack of 
skills and knowledge. In general, re-
searchers have found that one of the 
most important reasons for educators 
not to carry out ESD projects is the 
lack of appropriate knowledge and 
training (Wilke, 1994; Rickinson, 
2001).

thE	mEDItErranEan	InItIatIvE

MEdIES is a Mediterranean network of 
educators for ESD. It was launched in 
the Johannesburg World Summit for 
Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 
2002. MEdIES is a Type II Initiative on 
Education for Environment and Sus-
tainability. These initiatives were part-
nerships launched by governments and 
NGOs through a voluntary, non-formal 
process, with the aim of strengthening 
the implementation of Agenda 21 at 
various levels. 

Having been launched in view of the 
UN Decade of ESD, MEdIES is fully in 
line with the Decade’s principles, as it 
supports the educational community by 
means of publications, seminars etc.; 
facilitates cooperation and networking 
among educators, NGOs and other rel-
evant stakeholders, and; promotes 
ICTs.

Since 2002, MEdIES has trans-
formed into a network of schools, edu-
cators, NGOs and governmental insti-
tutions. Some 50 NGOs, IGOs (inter-
governmental organisations), Ministries 
of Environment and/or Education as 
well as educational and environmental 
institutions participate in the MEdIES 
Task Group while the membership of 
the MEdIES e-Network includes some 
2 200 individual educators. The net-
work’s main objectives are, on one 
hand, to raise public awareness and 
provide education on sustainable devel-
opment topics such as water, waste, 
cultural and biological diversity, con-
sumption, food, protected areas, and 
on the other, to facilitate networking 
on ESD.

The main fields of activity of the net-
work are organization and coordina-
tion of training seminars, maintaining 
the network’s interactive webpage
(http://www.medies.net), and the devel-
opment, implementation and evalua-
tion of educational materials and train-
ing publications on topics related to 
sustainable development. These materi-
als are available at the network’s web-
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page in various languages and include 
titles such as Water in the Mediterrane-
an, Waste in our life, Handbook on 
Methodology on Environmental Edu-
cation & Education for Sustainable 
Development. 

The network was entrusted with 
the Secretariat of the Official 
Launching of the UN Decade of ESD 
in the Mediterranean region which 
was held in Athens in 2005. Further, 
UNESCO and UNECE have identi-
fied MEdIES as an international 
project that matches the criteria for 
Good Practices in ESD as it focuses 
on the educational and learning di-
mensions of sustainable develop-
ment; is innovative and makes a dif-
ference; has a sustainable effect; has 
the potential for replication; pro-
vides effective methodologies for 
trans-disciplinary and multi-sectoral 
co-operation; serves as a model for 
generating policies and initiatives 
elsewhere; and is systematically eval-
uated both internally and by exter-
nal experts. 

traInIng	EDuCatOrS

Research shows that the continuous 
and appropriate training strengthens 
the educators’ capacities and self-confi-
dence to implement ESD programmes 
(Wilke, 1994). Thus, techniques that 
strengthen critical thinking and deci-
sion making skills, and promote partic-
ipation should be included in ESD 
training for educators (Hopkins et al., 
2005). The variety of methods that en-
courage attendance, reflection, rethink-
ing and communication among the 
trainees is considered a success criteri-
on of ESD training. Another success 
criterion is the application of methods 
with which sustainable development 
can be integrated in curricula (Wilke, 
1994). 

MEdIES training activities are based 
and incorporate these criteria for ESD 
training. The content of the training fo-
cuses on topics related to sustainable 

development. MEdIES trainings pro-
mote dialogue and exchange of experi-
ences as well as reflection on topics re-
lating to educational practice such as 
the objectives, particular characteristics 
and needs of groups of learners, how to 
choose educational methods, various 
pedagogical tools, evaluation and re-
search, and so on. Additionally, 
MEdIES seminars include briefing and 
presentations on the network’s opera-
tion and activities.

In accordance with MEdIES guide-
lines (Jaques, 2000), trainers/facilita-
tors present and make clear the semi-
nar’s objectives and the processes to be 
followed in order for the participants 
to understand them from the very be-
ginning; apply group work and encour-
age the development of reciprocal con-
fidence; accept the objection and the 
differentiation of participants; develop 
juxtaposition and negotiation in order 
to strengthen the participants’ capacity 
to develop their attitudes and approach 
the objectives; facilitate the group’s ef-
fective functioning through careful lis-
tening and eliciting of ideas, attitudes 
and sentiments; and encourage the 
trainees to participate in future ESD 
training and to include ESD in the cur-
ricula they teach. 

By January 2009 the MEdIES net-
work had organised more than twenty 
seminars and training workshops for 
educators in various cities in the Medi-
terranean region. Two cases of MEdIES 
seminars are presented below. While 
the subject in both seminars was ‘wa-
ter’ the two cases differ in the number 
of participants and the methods ap-
plied. 

SEmInar	On	thE	prOJECt	mEthOD

A MEdIES seminar for formal and 
non-formal Italian educators (and 
members of MEdIES) took place in 
Rome in March 2004. The objectives 
of the seminar were to (a) present the 
Italian version of the MEdIES educa-
tional material Water in the Mediterra-

nean, (b) raise awareness about the 
protection and sustainable manage-
ment of water resources, and (c) pro-
vide capacity building in the planning 
and implementation of projects focus-
ing on water. 

The three-hour experiential work-
shop on the “project method” was at-
tended by 20 educators. The workshop 
included the following phases:

Presentation and discussion on the 
project method. The participants were 
initially introduced to the pedagogical 
characteristics of the project method. 
The presentation was combined with 
discussion during which participants 
shared their experience and know-how.

Brainstorming to indentify those is-
sues related to water that the partici-
pants considered important. Starting 
with relevant newspaper articles, a 
brainstorming was performed around 
the concept of water. Following the 
brainstorming, the participants raised 
various water related issues and decid-
ed which topics were of particular im-
portance to them. The workshop facili-
tators made a spider diagram of the 
topics raised. 

Group work. Participants were di-
vided in two groups according to their 
preference in the water topics: ‘Water 
as a common good’ and ‘Water, human 
settlements and spatial planning’. The 
groups first experienced the first two 
phases of the project methodology: (1) 
Raising issues of their interest and 
choosing a topic; and (2) planning the 
project (Frey, 1986). The other general 
phases of the project method (imple-
mentation, presentation, and evalua-
tion) were presented in a slideshow.

Presentation. The groups presented 
their projects to the plenary, discussed 
them and listened to comments and 
recommendations. 

The seminar was assessed based on 
the facilitators’ observations and par-
ticipants’ feedback. Even though the 
educators were already sensitized to the 
water topics, the majority of them felt 
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that through dealing with the subject 
from different viewpoints in the work-
shop they became more aware and 
more open to suggestions. Having pre-
sented their projects, the educators rec-
ognized the necessity of providing 
learners more room for taking initiative 
and responsibility during a project. 
They particularly stressed the impor-
tance of allowing learners to present 
the results of their ESD project, some-
thing that is often neglected due to time 
constraints. 

SEmInar	On	ESD	matErIalS

A training seminar for 45 Lebanese ed-
ucator members of the network was 
held in November 2005 at the Notre 
Dame University, under the auspices of 
the UNESCO Regional Office, the Leb-
anese National Commission for 
UNESCO and the Lebanese Ministry 
for Water and Energy. The objectives of 
the seminar were to: provide training in 
particular ESD methods and education-
al techniques using the MEdIES mate-
rial Water in the Mediterranean as a 
vehicle; stimulate and provide ideas for 
applying a variety of educational meth-
ods; and exchange views between ESD 
practitioners and merge experiences in 
an enjoyable and fruitful way. 

The training included four work-
shops on five ESD methodologies. In 
the following paragraphs an outline of 
the workshops is presented.

Elaboration of group discussion 
techniques. Participants were given 
short texts and pictures describing wa-
ter related traditions found in Greece, 
such as wedding and harvest customs, 
and traditions related to traditional 
professions currently disappearing. Us-
ing the cross-group technique, the par-
ticipants were divided into groups to 
explore similarities and differences be-
tween Greek and Lebanese traditions 
and customs. The objective of the meth-
od was for everyone to work, in rota-
tion, in all four groups, and meet and 
work with all the other participants.

 Conducting experiments based on 
the constructivist approach. The work-
shop participants were introduced – 
through demonstration and discussion 
– to the implementation of experiments 
using the constructivist learning ap-
proach, including the phases of: (i) ori-
entation, (ii) elicitation of learners’ ide-
as, (iii) ideas and knowledge reconstruc-
tion, (iv) application of “new” knowl-
edge and, (v) review.

Experiential work on building edu-
cational models. Participants were in-
troduced to the methodology of con-
structing models. Based on the previous 
workshop, they constructed and tested 
a model representing the water cycle. 

Experiential and hands-on activities. 
The workshop dealt with the impact of 
our everyday life activities and their 
change on the environment, and tech-
niques on how to enhance learners’ self-
efficacy. For example, the participants 
calculated how much water is saved 
when we turn the tap off while washing 
hands. Through these simple tasks they 
learned that if we change some daily 
habits we can save important amounts 
of water. Based on these simple cases 
the participants explored and proposed 
further ways for water management in 
everyday life which strengthened their 
self-esteem and self-efficacy.

According to feedback question-
naires, participants found very satisfac-
tory: the content of the seminars (89 
per cent of the respondents); the bal-
ance between experiential and theoreti-
cal parts of the training (89%); the co-
herence between content and objectives 
(93%); and the extent of active partici-
pation (93%). Participants stated that 
they gained from the seminar: the famil-
iarization with new pedagogical meth-
ods, new ideas for the implementation 
of ESD, the communication and ex-
change of opinions and experiences, the 
enrichment of knowledge and the sensi-
tization to the issues of the seminar, as 
well as knowledge and experience on 
how to integrate ESD in curricula.

ChallEngES

As an international network, MEdIES 
faces challenges because of the diversity 
of participating countries. Not only the 
different institutional frameworks for 
ESD but also the different teaching 
practices provide challenges. However, 
these challenges can be met, as indicat-
ed by the results of the training semi-
nars that have taken place in countries 
of the northern and southern coasts of 
the Mediterranean basin, the joint edu-
cational projects implemented by edu-
cators from different countries of the 
network, and the communication 
among members who use the network 
as a platform for communication and 
cooperation.
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Sustainable development,

professional 
training

and  

eco-citizenship

In Basse-Normandie, integrating sustainable 

development in professional training extends beyond 

mere technical awareness. The focus is on eco-

citizenship – on producing responsible citizens, both at 

work and in social life.

Denis Leboucher and Jean-Paul Martin
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b asse-Normandie (Lower 
Normandy), in northwest 
France, is best known as 
the site of the June 1944 

landing by Allied troops. The French 
administrative region’s beaches took 
centre stage in the famous D-Day. In 
2004 a newly elected political leader-
ship took control, amidst increasing 
devolution to the French regions, giv-
ing the latter a key role in professional 
development policymaking. Indeed, 
French regions now have full jurisdic-
tion over the professional training of 
youths outside the school system and 
of jobseekers.

Yannick Soubien, the region’s vice-
president who oversees professional 
training and apprenticeship, is both 
strongly attuned to ecological matters 
and desirous to rethink professional de-
velopment through a progressive and 
participative approach. Immediately 
upon his arrival in 2004, Soubien de-
cided to integrate sustainable develop-
ment into the political debate as a pri-
ority and as a lever for structuring the 
region’s policy on professional training:

Our goal is to define and carry out 
an ambitious sectoral approach (i.e. 
training) consistent with the trans-
versality of the region’s policies . . . 
Therefore we intend to respond to 
the two key challenges of transver-
sality: on the one hand to participate 
in the drafting of a local Agenda 21 
with in mind the integration of sus-
tainable development into training, 
on the other hand to apply the prin-
ciples of active and participative de-
mocracy, to initiate nationwide co-
operation on the needs and training 
policies in the context of the revision 
of the regional plan for the develop-
ment professional training. (Soubien, 
2004)
The regional plan (Plan Régional de 

Développement des Formations Profes-
sionnelles) is a set of training courses 
for job-seekers and under-qualified 
young people organised and financed 
by the French administrative regions.

ECO-CItIZEnShIp

A project was initiated to integrate sus-
tainable development into professional 
training in Basse-Normandie. The first 

task was to define the mobilizing con-
cept behind the integration of sustain-
able development into training. For in-
stance, how to convey the notion of 
sustainable development in profession-
al training when this notion is more 
easily identified with international 
trends, a certain vision of our planet 
and state level politics rather than with 
individual and local undertakings? Sus-
tainable development issues have al-
ready made their way into different 
sectors: as an Agenda 21 in local gov-
ernment, social responsibilities in com-
panies, eco-responsibility in adminis-
tration, and so on. Early on, eco-citi-
zenship became the obvious path in the 
evolution of individual and collective 
behaviours in view of the new challeng-
es companies are faced with.

Eco-citizenship is both an overall 
target and an endeavour serving the 
project of integrating sustainable devel-
opment in professional training.

It is an overall target because it aims 
at producing individual and collective 
behaviours respectful of the environ-
ment, economically effective and so-
cially responsible. This target can also 
be described as a vision, that of men 
and women behaving logically and lu-
cidly, in control of their lives and of 
their immediate environment.

However, eco-citizenship is also an 
endeavour in line with a sustainable de-
velopment project. This endeavour 
(which can be described as a participa-
tive endeavour) helps the actors in a 
project to express themselves, to state 
their preoccupations, needs and expec-
tations, and through interaction and 
debate to build social compromises in 
order to meet ‘the needs of today, with-
out jeopardizing the ability of future 
generations to face their own’ (Brundt-
land Report Our Common Future, 
1987)

In a preliminary survey the Nantes-
based CAFOC, a consultancy and 
training organisation, asked various 
training organizations operating in the 
Basse-Normandie region how to best 
integrate eco-citizenship into profes-
sional training. The answers showed 
significant differences in perception. 
Some organizations referred to existing 
environmental approaches and teach-

ing methods. Others called for a more 
social and humanistic approach fo-
cused on guiding participants toward 
professional integration (Région Basse-
Normandie, 2006b). 

Eco-citizenship is therefore a target 
result (an ideal behaviour within a 
greater societal group). But it is also a 
personal development process on the 
road to greater individual autonomy, 
allowing participants to acquire the 
theoretical and practical knowledge 
needed to make the right decisions. 
Therefore, teaching eco-citizenship can-
not be limited to a shortlist of technical 
knowledge and effective habits to be 
learned (although these are necessary 
too). This notion conveys a greater am-
bition: the emancipation of the human-
kind and the sharpening of men and 
women’s skills toward lucid and con-
certed decision-making.

Eco-citizenship should not be con-
fused with two – in our view – partial 
yet oft-mentioned conceptions of sus-
tainable development in professional 
training: the analysis of these approach-
es from the point of view of new envi-
ronment-related professions, and the 
teaching of environment-related issues. 
Although we don’t deny the importance 
of these two dimensions, in our view 
eco-citizenship is rather a systemic ap-
proach toward behaviours to be devel-
oped or consolidated in the three fields 
of ecology, the economy and social mat-
ters. It is above all the embodiment of 
the core principle of governance, that is, 
the principle that the interest and con-
sultation of all involved should prevail 
over vested interest.

a	COOpEratIvE	apprOaCh

In order to guarantee the transition 
from statement of intention to action, 
we need to be consistent about what is 
said and what is done. This requires us 
to challenge traditional approaches to 
training and instruction. Indeed if 
change doesn’t always materialize, in 
the case of integrating sustainable de-
velopment in training it is even less 
likely to do so because of the inconsist-
ency between the principle of govern-
ance and the way the project is run, 
and because we are dealing with inno-
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vation, that is, inventions which have 
to be conceived and then applied.

For these reasons, a cooperative ap-
proach was devised and outlined by the 
administrative region, and the follow-
ing aspects were included in the sus-
tainable development project:

• Heavy involvement of the vice-
president in charge of training and 
elected officials (among them the 
vice-president in charge of the re-
gion’s Agenda 21) in the steering 
committees of the project. 
• Mobilization of in-house services 
of the administrative region in terms 
of project management.
• CAFOC was made in charge of the 
drafting and the implementation of 
actor-mobilization processes. A 
training provider and project man-
agement advisor, CAFOC is also a 
division of the Ministry of Educa-
tion, specialized in the change proc-
esses in local government, adminis-
trations and companies.
• Professional training organisms in-
volved in an effort toward progres-
sive elaboration, structured by phas-
es of acculturation, production and 
professionalization.

prOJECt	prInCIplES	anD	StagES

The project is based on two principles, 
both of which justify the work done so 
far and open the door to further action 
in the upcoming years. The first relates 
to establishing consistency between 
what is said and what is done, and the 
second to the need for eco-citizenship 
training to extend beyond a mere tech-
nical awareness campaign: it must fo-
cus on producing responsible citizens, 
both at work and in social life.

Establishing consistency
Professional training usually refers to 
trainees, learners and beneficiaries. 
Much of the effort is focused on the 
theoretical and practical knowledge to 
be learned. However, from the point of 
view of eco-citizenship, a beneficiary is 
one actor among others, part of a sys-
tem. No one will take the matter seri-
ously if everyday training practices 
contradict the most categorical princi-
ples of eco-citizenship. Eco-citizenship 
is first and foremost an overall endeav-

our which must mobilize everyone in 
an organisation. It requires paying at-
tention to all aspects, as much to the 
ordinary functioning of the structure as 
to the training content, as much to the 
operation management as to the train-
ing itself, as much to internal and ex-
ternal relations as to which pedagogical 
methods to use.

Only through a systemic approach 
can coherent reasoning be displayed to 
all actors, from the company director 
to the cleaner, from the trainer to the 
beneficiary of training. Short of this 
there is a great risk that the message 
gets lost and that behaviours do not 
change, except as a temporary response 
to expectations.

From awareness to action
The reasons for developing eco-citizen-
ship are fourfold: i) to transform indi-
vidual and collective behaviours, ii) to 
break from indifferent and submissive 
attitudes (i.e. “this beats me”), iii) to 
break from closed and aggressive atti-
tudes (i.e. “I’ll do what I want and why 
should I care what happens when I’m 
gone”), and iv) to establish behaviours 
of listening, comprehension and coop-
eration. In view of the founding goal of 
the project, training in its entirety must 
grasp these targets and mobilize rele-
vant modalities.

For example, young industrial vehi-
cle mechanics apprentices were made 
aware, as part of their standard course 
training, of the need to treat wastewa-
ter. This approach of including sustain-
able development issues in standard 
course training, relayed throughout the 
training centre (Centre de formation 
d’apprentis), has lead on the long run 
to an environmental restructuring of 
the centre’s pedagogical workshop. 
This modernization allowed these 
young people to later on train, in turn, 
older colleagues in their respective 
companies. The training centre’s man-
agement is now taking a more global 
approach in its action plan as a teach-
ing institution supported by the indus-
try. This approach takes into account 
three features specific to training or-
ganizations:

The dual position of beneficiaries: 
both actors in a group (the organisa-

tion) and learners in a specific structure 
(the action or training plan). Integrat-
ing eco-citizenship into professional 
training requires us to consider the 
beneficiary’s dual position. It is a pivot-
al yet unusual characteristic that the 
beneficiary is a stakeholder in the train-
ing organization insofar as s/he is con-
cerned by the life in the organisation. 
Therefore, s/he has to contribute as 
much as other stakeholders (manage-
ment, trainers, administrative staff, fi-
nancers, hosts, etc.) and give a personal 
response to the questions raised, state 
his/her needs and expectations, and 
participate in the drawing up (and fol-
lowing up) of propositions for im-
provement. But s/he is not limited to 
this role. S/he is also a learner associat-
ed with the organisation in order to de-
velop specific skills, to gain knowledge 
or to secure a certification. 

The necessary combination of short- 
and long-term objectives or how to 
guarantee the sustainability of the 
project despite the continuous audience 
turnover. Eco-citizenship training is in-
evitably a long-term process. However, 
course participants only make short ap-
pearances in the training organisation. 
Combining these durations, long and 
short, is essential in order not to “go 
back to the drawing board” each time, 
and to guarantee the sustainability of 
the project in the Basse-Normandie re-
gion.

The synergy between the organisa-
tion’s work and the region’s Agenda 
21. The increased tailoring of training 
has changed practices in training and 
professional paths. For instance, learn-
ers may be in contact with several or-
ganisations, sometimes (although rare-
ly) simultaneously. It is therefore im-
portant to oversee that the suggested 
behaviours, promoted attitudes and re-
jected acts of the different training pro-
viders are coherent. 

Project stages 
The project of making sustainable de-
velopment part of professional training 
in the Basse-Normandie region in-
volved the stages of acculturation, pro-
duction of reference points, and profes-
sionalization:
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2004–2005: Eco-citizenship aware-
ness-raising among adult educators 
through a survey which identified rep-
resentations and practices of sustaina-
ble development in adult education. Al-
so, a glossary of key concepts was pro-
duced by various local expects.

2006–2007: Collective production 
and formalization of reference points. 
Trainers, project managers and direc-
tors collaborated to draft methodologi-
cal products in response to the follow-
ing questions: 
• what are the skill to be developed? 
This lead to the production of a skills 
reference book. (http://www.cr-basse-
normandie.fr/documents/education/
ecocitoyennete/referentiel.pdf).
• what is an eco-citizen training 
project? In response, 7 key criteria 
were produced (Région Basse-Nor-
mandie, 2006a2006a).
• how to lead an organisation into in-
cluding sustainable development in 
training? This lead to the production of 
a guide and a project elaboration strat-
egy in collaboration with CAP 
AFNOR, a consultancy and training 
organization specializing in quality 
management. 

2007–2008: Pre-generalization and 
professionalization of adult educators. 
Experiments for the validation and en-
hancement of existing products were 
carried out and adult educators were 
trained to appropriate these references. 
2008–2009: Generalization and regis-
tration in requests for proposals in the 
Basse-Normandie region. The training 
providers are required to integrate eco-
citizenship in the content of the courses 
purchased by the Region. 

nEW	SKIllS	at	thE	hEart	Of	
aDult	traInIng

One could easily misinterpret eco-citi-
zenship as yet another topic to be cov-
ered in training. New elements just 
keep piling up in training programmes 
and specifications! However, eco-citi-
zenship skills are the basic essentials; 
not an add-on but a set of structuring 
targets intrinsic to any training process.

When we analyze the key skills (as 
defined by the European Community in 

the context of the Lisbon strategy for a 
knowledge society), it is obvious that 
these already include eco-citizenship 
skills. Far from being an afterthought, 
eco-citizenship skills can unite teams 
around a project and serve as the main 
targets to be achieved in training. They 
are indispensable resources in dealing 
with the complexity of current and fu-
ture situations. 
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Competence
development

for

sustainability
in vocational education

The project Eukona was acknowledged as a United Nations 

Decade Project for Education for Sustainability for its work 

to formulate an approach for the integration of sustainability 

issues in adult learning in the food and nutrition sector. This 

article deals with the lessons learned when putting Education 

for Sustainable Development into practice.

Anna Bliesner and Holger Rohn
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T he Eukona project (Euro-
päische Kompetenzent-
wicklung zum Nachhalti-
gen Wirtschaften, or Deve-

lopment of European Competences for 
Curricula and teaching/learning mate-
rial for vocational education in the sec-
tor of food/nutrition) focused on the 
development of competencies for sus-
tainability in vocational education. The 
project was funded by the Leonardo da 
Vinci programme which fosters cross-
border mobility and innovation in the 
field of vocational training. The project 
was located in the European food and 
nutrition sector, an excellent sphere for 
the identification and implementation 
of sustainability potentials. Partners 
from five European countries worked 
together for two years (2007–2009), 
aiming to implement sustainability in 
national education systems by develop-
ing sustainability related curricula, 
teaching and learning arrangements as 
well as audio-visual media and tools. 
The products of the Eukona will be 
available at the Eukona website www.
eukona.net in April 2009.

baCKgrOunD	anD	targEtS

A significant number of projects that aim 
to concrete concepts for vocational edu-
cation and sustainability matters are sup-
ported by the German Federal Institute 

for Vocational Education and Training 
(BIBB) (http://www.bibb.de/de/nh_8968.
htm) and the worldwide UN Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development 
(http://www.bne-portal.de). But projects 
focusing on competence development for 
sustainability in the food and nutrition 
sector are rare, and there is a lack of 
qualifications related to sustainable de-
velopment in vocational adult learning 
(cf. Rohn & Bliesner, 2009). 

The German adult education sector 
offers a wide range of qualification op-
portunities – according to a survey 
there are approximately 25 000 further 
education providers (DIE, 2008, 24). 
Still the offers for the food and nutri-
tion sector are underrepresented. 
Projects such as Kompakt (Baedeker & 
Rohn, 2005; Baedeker, Rohn, & Busch, 
2005) and FANWI (Tiemeyer, 2005) – 
which was the initial project to start 
Eukona – are aiming to fill this gap.

The Eukona project was developed 
by the Ministry for Schools and Fur-
ther Education in North Rhine-West-
phalia in cooperation with the Trifo-
lium consulting group. Thirteen part-
ners from five countries took part in 
the two year project which ended in 
February 2009. The partners are repre-
sentatives from different sub-branches 
of the food and nutrition sector and 
cover the most relevant fields of educa-

tion (from secondary education up to 
management training). The different 
professions covered by the partners can 
be located on different levels of a value 
chain and from this starting point sus-
tainability aspects were integrated both 
upstream and downstream for the tar-
get groups (see Figure 1).

The objectives of the project includ-
ed pilot testing new learning concepts 
and innovative learning methodologies 
as well as the support and training of 
teachers, trainers and instructors in or-
der to enhance the quality of European 
vocational training systems in terms of 
education for sustainable development. 
The main target groups were teachers, 
trainers and students in initial voca-
tional training and in further and man-
agement training in the field of food 
and nutrition. 

The sector of food and nutrition is 
one of the most important branches of 
economy in Germany as well as in Eu-
rope and is therefore ideal for efforts 
concerning a future orientated econo-
my (cf. Rohn et al., 2008). The sector 
uses around 20 per cent of the overall 
resources in Germany, so food busi-
nesses are an example of a resource in-
tensive economy and an appropriate 
starting point for identifying potentials 
for resource efficiency (cf. Bringezu & 
Schütz, 2001). 

extraction of 
raw material production trade consumption

recycling/
waste disposal

management training

further education

vocational education

Berufskolleg Elberfeld
Hansa Berufskolleg Unna/ Karl-Schiller-Berufskolleg Dortmund
Berufskolleg Glockenspitz Krefelt
Austrian Business Academy for Sustainable Development/ Faktor 10 Institut Austria
Spanish national association of fish and seafood canneries
Chamber of Commerce and Industry Csongrád County, Hungary (1)
Chamber of Commerce and Industry Csongrád County, Hungary (2)
Salpaus Further Education

Figure 1.  The production of learning and teaching materials for the phased supply 
chain of food and nutrition
Source: Eukona
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COmpEtEnCE	DEvElOpmEnt	fOr	
SuStaInabIlIty

The Eukona project is based on the ini-
tial point that the main drivers of sus-
tainable development are organisations 
that are able to commit themselves to 
sustainability and balance ecologic, so-
cial and economic aspects in their eve-
ryday actions and decisions. Based on 
competence development, the project 
aimed to support thinking processes 
and to enable people to deal with the 
complex subjects of sustainability. The 
intention to act in a sustainable way is 
essential, but the ability to act in such a 
way is based on competencies. One 
main question that the project faced at 
the beginning was: what kind of com-
petencies need to be developed to ena-
ble employees to act in a sustainable 
way? It was necessary to consider that 
not only doing things efficiently but al-
so in a sustainable way means a great 
challenge for the development of cur-
ricula as well as methodological and di-

dactic concepts. Resulting from this 
question, the main targets of the 
project were to promote the qualifica-
tion of teachers and trainers in order to 
enhance the quality of European voca-
tional training systems in terms of sus-
tainability, and to develop an innova-
tive methodological and didactic con-
cept, including curricula, for integrated 
education on sustainability. Further-
more, new learning concepts, associat-
ed teaching and learning arrangements 
(the “learning situation”), and innova-
tive learning media (such as films) and 
instruments had to be developed. These 
targets were to be attained EU-wide for 
all levels of vocational training.

Acting in a sustainable way is a great 
challenge for our time (cf. Rohn & 
Bliesner, 2008, 237–243). The guiding 
principle of sustainability has become 
more significant during the last 15 years 
in Germany as well as internationally, 
and has been taken into account in dif-
ferent fields of the society. Although 

there have been a significant number of 
positive activities, there is an urgent 
need for action. Concerning social, eco-
nomical and ecological aspects of sus-
tainability, societies are far from the im-
plementation of a future oriented econ-
omy and sustainable management and 
use of natural resources. Figure 2 shows 
some global aims that need to be 
achieved by 2050. The humankind 
should not exceed an ecological foot-
print of 1.2 hectares per person or the 
worldwide consumption of non-renew-
able resources of 6 tons per year per 
person. Achieving these aims implies an 
enormous increase in resource efficiency 
in the industrialised nations (in Germa-
ny resource efficiency will therefore 
have to become 10 times better).

Use of resources
World	reduction	by	a	factor	of	2
Eu	reduction	by	a	factor	of	10
D	reduction	by	a	factor	of	2
Source:	Schmidt-bleek,	200�.

CO2emissions
World	reduction	by	a	factor	of	1.�	
(from	4.2	to	2.5	tons/capita)
Eu	reduction	by	a	factor	of	3.8
D	reduction	by	a	factor	of	4.	4
Source:	Welt	Online,	200�.

Energy use
(fossil	fuels)
World	reduction	by	a	factor	of	1.�
Eu	reduction	by	a	factor	of	3.8
D	reduction	by	a	factor	of	4.4
Source:	Wagner,	200�.

Ecological footprint
World	reduction	by	a	factor	
of	1.2	(from	2.2	to	2,8	gha*/
person)
Eu	reduction	by	a	factor	of	2.6
D	reduction	by	a	factor	of	2.5

gha*	-	global	hectare

Source:	global	footprint	network

Figure 2. Goals of sustainable economic management by 2050:  World, EU, Germany (D)
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The above-mentioned challenges for 
sustainability in mind, the main idea of 
the project was to develop strategies 
and concrete material to help to close 
the knowledge gap related to sustaina-
bility in vocational education for the 
food and nutrition sector. Integrated 
sustainable solutions need to be found 
in order to integrate social, economic 
and ecological aspects along the whole 
value chain (from extraction of the raw 
material, production, trade, and con-
sumption to recycling and waste dis-
posal). This basic approach of the 
whole value chain needs to be consid-
ered in the various sub-branches of the 
food and nutrition sector (e.g. dairy, 
bakery, beverages, meat, fruits and veg-
etables, sweets, fish) as well as in the 
various professional fields and levels of 
vocational education directly or indi-
rectly connected to the value chain. In 
order to deal with this rather great 
challenge, the Eukona team decided to 
concentrate on selected fields of profes-
sions and sub-branches, and later on to 
generalize the results and experiences 
to include further target groups. The 
selected professions can be located on 
different levels of the value chain and 
from this starting point sustainability 
aspects will be integrated both up-
stream and downstream.

The methodological and didactic ap-
proach of Eukona was developed in a 
way that allows it to be adapted for 
other subjects outside the food and nu-
trition sector. The first important step 
for the development of competencies 
was to integrate the competencies into 
the curricula of vocational training, 
and to define these competencies in the 
corresponding teaching and learning 
arrangements. Specific audio-visual me-
dia and instruments can support 
achieving a deeper understanding 
about sustainability. 

CurrICula

The issue of sustainability had to be in-
tegrated into the curricula of the differ-
ent educational levels to address the va-
riety of relevant target groups and to 
ensure the implementation of sustaina-
bility into vocational, further, and man-
agement training. The mindsets of fu-

ture decision-makers and business-ac-
tors can be influenced as they acquire a 
deeper understanding and practical 
know-how concerning sustainability 
and corporate responsibility. Therefore, 
it is necessary to focus on the develop-
ment of those competencies relevant to 
sustainability that support thinking 
processes and encourage people to deal 
with sustainability matters. 

An integrated approach of curricu-
lum revision takes into account that the 
issue of sustainability is interdiscipli-
nary. Following the slogan ‘from an in-
put driven approach towards an inte-
grated output driven approach’, the 
Eukona project aimed to develop cur-
ricula that are competency focused (see 
insert for examples of curricula devel-
oped). The development of these cur-
ricula included the description of the 
central content, the related aspects of 
sustainability, and the expected learn-
ing outcomes in terms of competencies 
as shown in Figure 3.

For many years, describing and com-
paring qualifications and competencies 
has been the task, and still is a great 
challenge, for national and European 
cooperation, for example concerning 
the European comparability of compe-
tencies (cf. Bliesner, 2009). European 
countries have been asked by the Euro-
pean Commission to relate their na-
tional qualification frameworks (NQF) 
to the European Qualifications Frame-
work (EQF) by 2010 and to ensure 
that qualification certificates bear a ref-
erence to the appropriate EQF level by 
2012 (cf. EC, 2008). The problems and 
opportunities related to the develop-
ment of NQFs and their connection to 
the EQF on the level of policy, method-
ology and stakeholders has been dealt 
with by the Leonardo da Vinci project 
Trans-European Qualifications Frame-
work Development which ran 2007–
2008. (For further information see 
http://www.transeqframe.net). 

module	theme	1.1:		understanding	the	retail	business	as	a	social	system

Themes
(Content)

Comments
(Instruments	of	sustainability,	projects,	
tools,	etc.)

business	guidelines	and	strategic	aims

CSr	(Corporate	social	responsibility	of	
trade)

Stakeholder	analysis	and	stakeholder	
management

target	catalogue	using	sustainable	
balanced	scorecard	(S-bSC)

CSr	reports

Creating	a	stakeholder	map;	instrument	
for	stakeholder	evaluation

Expected Competencies 
the	students
•	analyse	existing	enterprise	missions	with	regard	to	their	targets	using	existing	
documents	and	with	the	help	of	selected	sustainability	criteria
• develop	useful	strategic	aims	of	a	retail	business	with	the	help	of	a	check	list
•	identify	the	main	stakeholders	of	the	retail	company	by	means	of	a	case	
example
•	represent	the	results	of	the	stakeholder	analysis	in	a	stakeholder	map
•	evaluate	the	results	of	the	stakeholders	analysis	for	the	derivation	of	a	
respective	catalogue	of	measures

Figure 3. Fields of curriculum development
Source: Eukona
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The European Qualifications Frame-
work is an instrument that aims to pro-
mote the general and vocational mobil-
ity of citizens within Europe in order to 
facilitate lifelong learning. To enhance 
the transparency of qualifications, the 
EQF describes the eight reference levels 
by detailing “learning outcomes” 
which explain ‘what a learner knows, 
understands and is able to do on com-
pletion of a learning process’ (EC, 
2008, 3). In Eukona, the partners 
agreed to use descriptions of learning 
outcomes within the country specific 
curricula and other products instead of 
using competence-related terms or in-
put-orientated descriptions related to 
the EQF concept. The developed cur-
ricula therefore are in line with the Eu-
ropean developments concerning edu-
cational systems (cf. Bliesner, 2009).

tEaChIng	anD	lEarnIng	
arrangEmEntS

The development of teaching and learn-
ing arrangements in Eukona is based 
on a mesodidactic approach called 
“circle of complete action” (cf. e.g. 
Bonz, 2001). To deal with the subject 
of sustainability and corporate respon-
sibility in mental operations as well as 
in concrete actions, it is necessary to 
pass different stages of a complete ac-
tion. That means in particular the abil-
ity to:

• observe and communicate sustain-
able aspects 

• analyse sustainable aspects of op-
erations or operative systems, prod-
ucts and processes
• plan and develop sustainable con-
cepts and model sustainable work-
ing and business processes
• structure and portray sustainable 
issues, processes and solutions
• interpret and evaluate sustainable 
aspects of data and solutions
• transfer learning outcomes to other 
situations considering the dimen-
sions of sustainability

Passing the different stages of the cir-
cle, it is possible to acquire these com-
petencies relevant to sustainability.

In the Eukona project, teaching and 
learning arrangements are described as 
a “learning situation”. To develop a 
learning situation, the first step is the 
analysis of the curricula and the identi-
fication of the subject-specific learning 
fields. The definition of a sequence of 
learning situations for each learning 
field is the following step. Learning sit-
uations have to accomplish several cri-
teria: the content has to be relevant to 
the learner’s vocational needs and has 
to describe the real every-day working 
conditions and subjects. The learning 
situation has to be orientated towards 
concrete operations and has to consider 
a clear problem. All project partners 
developed a number of learning situa-
tions, which will be available on the fi-
nal project DVD and the project web-
site.

mEDIa	anD	InStrumEntS

On a micro-didactic level, some tools 
can be described as highly applicable 
for the target of supporting sustainabil-
ity-orientated thinking. Labels and 
standards take a leading role in the ad-
aptation and transfer of content related 
to corporate responsibility and sustain-
ability. Likewise do sustainability in-
struments for companies, such as 
“stakeholder-analysis”, “Sustainable 
Balanced Scorecard” or “Sustainability 
reporting”, which were used in the 
project. They are particularly suitable 
for illustrating what sustainability is 
about.

Therefore, the compilation and edi-
tion of instruments for sustainability 
relevant to businesses was part of the 
Eukona project. To cover the different 
kinds of sustainability aspects in the 
teaching and learning arrangements, a 
toolbox with sustainability instruments 
was developed. The toolbox consists of 
around 40 different tools which are 
practically tested and used by compa-
nies to improve social, ecological and 
economic aspects in an integrated man-
ner. All of these tools are described in a 
guidance system that helps the user to 
find the relevant tool. The Initial Sus-
tainability Check (INC, www.csr-food.
com) is an instrument that aims at the 
sensitisation of employees to sustaina-
bility matters. Developed by Eukona, it 
has been translated in the partner lan-
guages and realised in all partner coun-
tries.

Concerning innovative audio-visual 
media, different tools were used in Eu-
kona. The “Sustainability Suitcase” 
(www.iris-berlin.de/deutsch/produkte/
nk_00.html), a game that illustrates 
sustainability issues was used in the 
training of student teachers. In addition 
to the use of existing tools, the Eukona 
partners developed new tools such as 
“Eukona mapping”, a game for under-
standing the inter-relatedness of sus-
tainability issues. This game was trans-
lated in all partner languages and is 
available electronically and in print. 
Other tools developed in Eukona in-
clude a film which can be used as a 
teaching and learning material (availa-
ble on final project DVD) and the on-
line activities. In addition to the project 

Curricula produced in the Eukona project

• Sustainable Development in the Hotel and Restaurant Sector (German 
project partners)
• Network and System Management for Sustainable Development in the 
Food and Nutrition Industry (German project partners)
• Sustainable Enterprise in Retail Trade (German project partners)
• Value Based Sustainability Program (Austrian project partners)
• Environmental Operative in Vocational Training (Finnish project partners)
• Sustainability for Fish Canning Processing in Further Management Educa-
tion (Spanish project partners)
• Sustainable Development in the Restaurant and Catering Sector (Hungarian 
project partners)

The curricula and all other products of Eukona will be available on the final 
Eukona DVD and on the Eukona website www.eukona.net in April 2009.
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website, Eukona has collated compre-
hensive information about sustainabil-
ity in the food and nutrition sector at 
http://www.csr-food.com. 

nEXt	StEpS

The main results of Eukona that will be 
integrated in the partners’ everyday 
work are the revised curricula, the de-
veloped teaching and learning materi-
als, audio-visual media and instru-
ments. These products will be made 
available for all educational institutions 
and interested enterprises in the partner 
countries as well as in the English lan-
guage. In addition, in the long-term the 
Eukona products will be disseminated 
for example through implementation of 
the results in train-the-trainer concepts, 
for example in teacher training in Ger-
many. 

Pilot testing the curricula and teach-
ing and learning arrangements for se-
lected profession in the food and nutri-
tion sector is the first step towards 
reaching the target of implementing 
sustainable production and consump-
tion in the sector. In Eukona, the 
number of included professions, the 
levels of further education (the focus 
was on vocational education) and the 
different phases of the supply chain 
was limited. The Eukona concept is 
currently taking a leading role in the 
food and nutrition sector. An impor-
tant next step is to apply the results in 
more professions, and adapt and apply 
it in educational work more widely. 
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paving
the way

for
sustainable 
development 

in 
South Eastern Europe

Sustainable development and environmental 

protection have today become priority goals for 

governments worldwide. In Central Eastern Europe, 

the Course for Sustainability was established in 

response to a clear need for capacity building among 

local authorities.

Stefania Romano
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W hile tools such as 
improved energy effi-
ciency and the 
increased use of renew-

able energy sources can help in the 
achievement of these goals at govern-
ment level, awareness-raising among 
the public of the importance of sound 
resource management is also essential. 

The concept of sustainable develop-
ment — the finding of a balance be-
tween the demands of the environment 
and those of the economy — embraces 
a number of interrelated global issues 
such as poverty, inequality, hunger and 
environmental degradation. According 
to the Brundtland Report (1987), 

sustainable development is develop-
ment that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs. It contains within it 
two key concepts:
• the concept of needs, in particular 
the essential needs of the world’s 
poor, to which overriding priority 
should be given; and
• the idea of limitations imposed by 
the state of technology and social 
organization on the environment’s 
ability to meet present and future 
needs.

nEED	fOr	SuStaInabIlIty

With respect to the relationship be-
tween human beings and their environ-
ment, the Industrial Revolution marked 
an abrupt and dramatic change in pat-
terns of development. Rather than local 
communities making use of local re-
newable resources and working the 
land manually according to the sea-
sons, mass production was made pos-
sible by the invention of coal-fired ma-
chinery. Increased production and 
transportation capacities led to the ap-
pearance of disposable goods, herald-
ing what today has become the com-
plex problem of waste management. 
Since that time, the overexploitation of 

the Earth’s ecology has continued una-
bated (Chichilnisky, 1997). 

The concept of sustainability gradu-
ally emerged during the 19th and 20th 
centuries. Much of Europe was being 
deforested as a result of clear cutting: 
natural forest habitats were being dam-
aged to the detriment of the quality of 
the wood they produced. Since wood 
was fundamental to the economy of the 
time, the vital need for sustainable for-
estry management became clear. How-
ever, it was only in the late 1950s and 
1960s that people slowly became aware 
of the potential catastrophic effects of 
technology and economic growth (Ap-
penzeller, 1993). 

The first international symposium to 
address the issue of environmental pro-
tection was the United Nations Confer-
ence on the Human Environment, 
which took place in Stockholm in 1972 
with the participation of 114 nations. 
A direct result of the conference was 
the establishment of the United Na-
tions Environment Programme (UN-
EP). Other international organisations 
were later created with the aim of facil-
itating environmental processes, includ-
ing the Commission for Environmental 
Cooperation (CEC) in North America, 
the European Environment Agency 
(EEA), and the Intergovernmental Pan-
el on Climate Change (IPCC). The 
World Charter for Nature was adopted 
by the United Nations in 1982, and in 
1992 the United Nations reaffirmed the 
declaration made at the 1972 Stock-
holm conference by issuing the Rio 
Declaration on Environment and De-
velopment. During the same year, the 
Club of Rome — an international asso-
ciation of economists and scientists — 
published the book The Limits to 
Growth (Meadows, 1972), highlighting 
the unsustainability of existing eco-
nomic patterns and warning of the po-
tentially irreparable damage they will 
cause in the long term (Colombo, 
2001). Ten years later, the phrase “sus-
tainable development” was definitively 

coined at the Johannesburg World 
Summit on Sustainable Development.

Environmental issues are more seri-
ous today than ever before. The envi-
ronmental problems we are now fac-
ing, such as the impacts of climate 
change, are global in scale. Sustainable 
development is an important tool in 
shaping and protecting our environ-
ment while securing our future eco-
nomic prosperity, cultural diversity and 
social wellbeing. It also implies the full 
involvement of the civil society in the 
search for viable solutions. When ad-
dressing environmental issues, a com-
mon commitment and strategic think-
ing are essential in order to safeguard 
our environment and natural resources 
for future generations (OECD, 2001). 

In our turbulent, high-speed world, 
driven by overproduction, consumer-
ism and the exploitation of natural re-
sources, how can we contribute to 
meeting today’s economic needs with-
out jeopardising the wellbeing of future 
generations?

Why	traIn	lOCal	authOrItIES?

Since many of the South Eastern and 
Central European countries joined the 
EU, international support for develop-
ment and reconstruction has weakened, 
although environmental problems de-
mand recognition and need to be 
placed high on the political agenda. 
Corruption in the administration, polit-
ical inefficiency and social injustice re-
main fundamental challenges; the nega-
tive effects of 50 years of planned econ-
omy in the former communist bloc are 
still apparent in the difficulties that the 
countries face in ensuring democratic 
growth and development. 

The participation of citizens and 
communities is central to sustainable 
development. Local authorities have a 
crucial role to play in enabling commu-
nities to become more involved, by en-
couraging debate and by including citi-
zens in local decision making. Local 
governments have the important task 
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of revitalising and strengthening com-
munity action and motivating individu-
al behaviour in support of common 
goals. The integration of social, eco-
nomic and environmental objectives in-
to action at the local level helps com-
munities to prevent conflict and maxi-
mize the benefits of local initiatives. Ef-
fective community action demands 
clear long-term strategies and visions, 
bringing together partnerships and 
making them work (Giguere, 2007). 

Local officials have a vital role be-
tween the national government and cit-
izens; they are responsible for educat-
ing and mobilising the public towards 
the promotion of sustainable develop-
ment. National associations of local 
authorities, towns and municipalities 
are pivotal in communicating and dis-
seminating information among munici-
palities, interlinking international proc-
esses and partners. 

thE	prOgrammE

Since 2003, the Italian Ministry for the 
Environment, Land and Sea (IMELS) 
has promoted the Course for Sustaina-
bility, an educational programme for 
senior officials and business representa-
tives organised with the technical sup-
port of the Regional Environmental 
Center for Central and Eastern Europe 
(REC). The Course for Sustainability 
has been implemented in partnership 
with a number of academic institutions 
and representatives of the private sec-
tor, which has ensured its resounding 
success. 

The programme was established in 
response to a clear need for capacity 
building through education in Central 
Eastern Europe (CEE). Its aim is to 
raise awareness of how to achieve de-
velopment while respecting the envi-
ronment and ensuring social justice. 
The target group was, initially, high 
level officials coming from different 
Ministries. The group was later extend-
ed to include local authorities and busi-
ness representatives. The choice of the 

target group was dictated by the neces-
sity to improve the capacities and abili-
ties of the key people on sustainable 
development, in order for them to in-
fluence the relevant policy-making 
processes. 

It has been the firm belief of the or-
ganisers, IMELS and REC, that experts 
must come together to discuss the is-
sues at stake in order to address the 
present crises and to prevent problems 
in the future. Countries acting individ-
ually are unable to tackle global threats 
such as climate change, environmental 
pollution and financial crisis: they must 
learn from each other’s experiences and 
practice, raising the level of under-
standing, expertise and cooperation in 
the international community. 

In response to global environmental 
challenges, the clear mission of the pro-
gramme is to develop capacity building 
into a global tool that reaches wider 
geographical and social target groups. 
The experience they have acquired over 
the years has enabled IMELS and part-
ners to take up the challenge of extend-
ing the programme and the concept of 
sustainable development to the busi-
ness sector and to local authorities. The 
programme has been expanded from 
Central and Eastern Europe to the 
Black Sea countries, South East Europe 
(SEE) and Kazakhstan. 

On many occasions, speakers invited 
to contribute to the Course for Sustain-
ability have told me that they learn as 
much from the participants’ questions 
as the participants learn from them. 
One of the real achievements of the 
programme is the opportunity for open 
exchange, when views and opinions 
can be argued in an amicable way at a 
very high professional level. Having 
been involved in the Course for Sus-
tainability almost from the beginning, I 
have been privileged to witness the rich 
variety of expertise and experience con-
tributed by senior government officials 
attending the programme from Central 
and Eastern Europe. 

Participants have been drawn not 
only from ministries of the environ-
ment, but also from ministries of the 
economy, tourism, foreign affairs and 
the interior, in recognition of the fact 
that the quest for sustainable develop-
ment transcends traditional sectoral 
and academic boundaries. The selected 
participants — who have undergone 
rigorous screening by the REC’s selec-
tion team — have enjoyed one week of 
training in their country of origin and a 
second week in the beautiful setting of 
Venice. 

Course for Local Sustainability and 
Action
The programme now consists of vari-
ous types of training. I will focus on 
one: the “Course for Local Sustainabil-
ity and Action”, which involves Alba-
nia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedo-
nia, Montenegro, Poland, Serbia, Slo-
vakia and Kosovo. In partnership with 
the Venice International University 
(VIU), the course was designed to meet 
the needs of local communities in SEE 
in the strengthening of environmental 
planning and investments. I have found 
this course particularly inspiring be-
cause of the lively and vibrant interac-
tions among participants, which is pre-
cisely the goal of all of the courses. 

The Course for Local Sustainability 
and Action, focusing on sustainable de-
velopment, management and invest-
ments, was designed specifically for lo-
cal and national stakeholders from the 
capital cities of the beneficiary coun-
tries. The training course took place 
from 2–9 November 2008 on the beau-
tiful island of San Servolo, at the Ven-
ice International University (VIU), an 
international centre of higher education 
and research. The 35 participants (see 
Figure 1) were selected from local com-
munities, national governments (minis-
tries of local self-governance and minis-
tries of environment), associations of 
municipalities and towns, regional au-
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sentatives of EU member states to their 
colleagues from South East European 
countries; providing useful curricula; 
and offering high-level lectures deliv-
ered by renowned experts and profes-
sors. Among the many local govern-
ments, international organisations and 
universities that participated in the 
course, I would like to mention in par-
ticular the European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD), 
the Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (OECD), the 
Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), 
the REC, the VIU, ICLEI–Local Gov-
ernments for Sustainability, the Interna-
tional Energy Agency, the International 
Business Leaders’ Forum and the GTZ 
(Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische 
Zusammenarbeit).

During the intensive training pro-
gramme, environmental knowledge 
was shared and strengthened; network-
ing and communication were promoted 
among local and national officials and 
representatives of the business sector; 
and platforms for discussion were cre-
ated, paving the way for future cooper-
ation through the alumni network.

The results achieved have been tan-
gible: participants have expressed their 
willingness to participate in future ac-
tivities, for example seminars, alumni 
meetings and conferences. Among the 
various lectures delivered, participants 
evaluated the following areas as the 
most valuable: urban sustainability, en-
ergy efficiency at local level, and mu-
nicipal waste management. In their as-
sessment reports, participants high-
lighted the impact of these lectures in 
terms of their everyday tasks and activ-
ities, particularly when making deci-
sions and taking action in related envi-
ronmental fields. 

What made this group special in my 
eyes was their real enthusiasm and en-
terprising spirit: on their own initiative 
they drafted a letter from “Friends for 
Sustainable Development”, in which 
they committed themselves to future 

cooperation in this field. This example 
illustrates how the sustainability cours-
es are a truly international effort to 
help train key stakeholders (public and 
private) to tackle environmental prob-
lems in the region, in their own coun-
tries and globally. The courses are in-
ternational since the challenges that 
face us are global in scale and do not 
end at national borders.

thE	buttErfly	EffECt

However, much remains to be done. 
Closer international cooperation is 
needed in order to solve environmental 
problems and tackle the impacts of nat-
ural and human-made disasters. The 
Italian Government has taken a proac-
tive role, fostering international coop-
eration in facing the challenges of to-
day and identifying the threats of the 
future. In our ever more closely inter-
connected world, we are increasingly 
recognising that the high price of our 
accelerated globalisation process is be-
ing paid by our global environmental 
security: pollution in India affects air 
quality in Europe, and a tanker acci-
dent in the Black Sea will damage the 
marine ecosystem in Northern Africa. 
Actions undertaken today will influ-
ence the lives of future generations, in 
the same way as we have inherited an 
environment fashioned by the green 
policies of earlier generations. Our in-
terconnectedness is best illustrated by 
the concept of the “butterfly effect”, 
based on the chaos theory (Lorenz, 
2005): a butterfly moving its wings in 
one part of the world will cause a tor-
nado or some other weather event in 
another part of the world. The actions, 
behaviour and policies of today will de-
termine the world of tomorrow. 

Governments need to reaffirm their 
joint commitment to reducing pollution 
and ending the over-exploitation of the 
planet’s natural resources. The interna-
tional community needs to contribute 
effectively and in a coordinated manner 
in guiding the future towards sustaina-

0			1			2				3			4			5			6	 �	

Kazakhstan

Kyrgyzstan

tajikistan

montenegro

Slovakia

Czech	republic

hungary

Croatia

Kosovo

macedonia

Serbia

albania

bosnia	and	
herzegovina

Table 1. Number of 
participants of the Course 
for Sustainability in CEE 
Source: REC, 2008.

thorities, NGOs and the business com-
munity. As added value, representatives 
of local authorities from Central Asia 
(Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kaza-
khstan) were invited and had the op-
portunity to exchange experiences and 
practices as well as to network with 
their European colleagues. 

The course was built on the idea of 
encouraging the sharing and transfer of 
experiences, particularly from repre-
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ble development. Local communities 
need to see for themselves how their ef-
forts can facilitate the common task to 
be undertaken. Sharing responsibility is 
harder than apportioning blame. Yet 
with concerted effort, the beauty and 
wealth of our planet will remain to be 
enjoyed by both present and future 
generations. 

I would like to conclude by quoting 
the opening words of the 1989 book 
Envisioning a Sustainable Society, writ-
ten by one of my favourite authors, 
Lester W. Milbrath: 

Anyone who calls for a massive 
transformation of society is bound 
to be an impractical dreamer. I am 
calling for people to transform the 
most basic of all relationships, their 
relationship to nature. The changes I 
have proposed will surely be difficult 
to adopt. Yet, modern society’s only 
choice is to change.
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The Foundation for a Living Baltic Sea was founded 

to fight the manifold environmental problems of the 

Baltic Sea, the world’s most polluted sea.

using concepts  
from the business world 

to explore

the baltic 
Sea rescue challenge

Anna Kotsalo-Mustonen
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T he Baltic Sea is suffering 
from several problems. The 
problems are manifold: we 
spend our summer holidays 

avoiding the blue-green algae and when 
fall comes we worry about how much 
herring and salmon we can eat without 
getting too badly poisoned. In the win-
ter we fear the worst, a collision of a 
hazardous waste container and an oil 
tanker in the icy conditions. When the 
spring comes we impatiently wait to 
see how the sea flora and fauna sur-
vived. The Foundation for a Living Bal-
tic Sea was founded to fight these prob-
lems.

multInatIOnal	anD	patIEnt	
mEtaphOrS

Metaphors and analogies are tools that 
guide us and lead to new innovative 
paths. They can also help us reflect 
where and how we came to our conclu-
sions. I am using some metaphors to al-
low the reader to share a perspective 
that myself together with Ilkka Herlin 
and Saara Kankaanrinta shared when 
starting up the Foundation for a Living 
Baltic Sea. 

Imagine a multinational company 
having competent owners and an able 
management running several business-
es. A clear strategy directs the organi-
zation to joining forces or to competing 
with one another. At the end of the day 
supply and demand mechanisms and 
the expectations of the owners deter-
mine where resources are best used in 
the competitive market. On the other 
hand, imagine another kind of ‘multi-
national’ called the Baltic Sea Inc. It 
has no ownership and thus nobody has 
the right or the responsibility to de-
mand results. Interestingly, however, 
millions of people feel that they are 
stakeholders and have hopes for a 
clean sea. They expect somebody to do 
something to restore the health of the 
sea and prevent any further damage. 
The management of each national sub-
sidiary of this imaginary Baltic Sea Inc. 

has their own set of goals, some more 
ambitious than others. For the past 30 
years the national CEOs have been 
meeting occasionally to discuss the 
goals. In the meetings they do not make 
decisions but only recommendations 
concerning some joint ventures and na-
tional goals. In general, research and 
development is not the problem. The 
needs are well known, even scientifical-
ly proven. However, due to the lack of 
a joint decision making mechanism and 

an implementation structure, the prob-
lems and solutions do not meet. There 
is nobody to take overall responsibility 
of the whole Baltic Sea Inc. How chal-
lenging is that?

Another widely used analogy is the 
patient metaphor. The patient called 
Baltic Sea overeats, has oxygen defi-
ciency, behaves in a risky manner in the 
traffic, and has difficulties with its 
bladder. This patient also deals drugs. 
The problems are related to eutrophi-
cation; dead anoxic sea beds which 
speed up the internal eutrophication 
process; increasing traffic, especially oil 
transportation; emissions of untreated 
waste water and the transport and 
emissions of hazardous waste.

The difference between the multina-
tional and patient analogies is that the 
first leads to the search for answers on 
how the whole structure should work 
whereas the latter sees the Baltic Sea as 
a victim and the focus is on the symp-
toms that are treated one by one.

thE	CrOSSIng	Of	pathS	

The founding group of the Foundation 
for a Living Baltic Sea met through a 
John Nurminen Foundation project for 
treating – to use the patient metaphor – 
a “single symptom”. The project dealt 
with the challenge of poorly treated 
waste water and as a solution intro-
duced and co-financed a chemical 
phosphorous removal procedure. The 
project was a success and funds were 
easily collected from Finns worried 
about blue-green algae that spoiled 
their sea related leisure activities. The 
project was also awarded a marketing 
prize for making the Baltic Sea ‘a phe-
nomenon’ and making every Finn 
aware of its terrible condition. 

After celebrating the installation of 
the procedure for chemical waste water 
treatment in September 2007, the three 
of us had a critical discussion. We real-
ized that the project had only been the 
tip of the iceberg. The work of others 
prior to this project had been vital to 

Baltic Sea: some facts 

The Baltic Sea is the most polluted 
sea in the world. Ironically, it is 
also said to be the most researched 
sea. Some 90 million people in 
14 countries live in the Baltic Sea 
catchment area. Nine of these 
countries are coastal states. The 
salinity of the sea is very low and 
it has unique fauna and flora. 
The mean depth of the Baltic 
Sea is only some 60 metres (for 
comparison, the mean depth of 
the Mediterranean is some 2000 
metres). On average, half of the 
surface freezes every year. The 
Baltic Sea is a fragile ecosystem 
suffering from several problems. 
Eutrophication results mainly from 
agriculture and untreated or poorly 
treated waste water from several 
countries. Continuous airborne 
or direct traffic emissions harm 
the sea. The risk of a major oil 
catastrophe is considered only a 
matter of time due to the massive 
increase of oil transportation from 
Russia. The transportation of 
hazardous chemicals also poses 
a severe threat. Hazardous waste 
is a continuous threat as several 
industries are unable to control the 
harmful substances they use and 
due to a lack of ownership, there 
are poorly managed old waste 
dumps.
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the outcome. The project was merely 
taking the final step and collecting all 
the credit that also belonged to those 
civil servants in the Ministry of Envi-
ronment and some business people 
who had prepared the ground for more 
than a decade and, by doing so built 
beneficial circumstances for the project 
to succeed.

In this critical discussion we ana-
lyzed what had happened and why. By 
taking a helicopter view we clearly saw 
the critical elements that had been es-
sential for the success of the project. In 
our first joint learning experience we 
had been lucky to have had the ground 
already prepared for the final step – 
collecting funds and implementing the 
new waste water treatment system. We 
also recognized that we had been im-
pressed by the fact that the project was 
concrete, had an end in the near future 
and was so easy to describe to anyone. 
A tangible project like that was system-
atically appreciated by donors, which 
further enforced the impression that in 
order to make a difference, a project 
has to be concrete. However, at this 
point we understood that a visible, 
concrete project was only the last mile. 
Before that several things have to have 
taken place.

These new insights led to the birth 
of the new foundation called Founda-
tion for a Living Baltic Sea which be-
came known in the public as the Baltic 
Sea Action Group (BSAG). There was a 
need for a new foundation because the 
John Nurminen Foundation, founded 
to cherish the history of international 
trade and service, was not an adequate 
platform for our holistic long-term 
plans. We considered it necessary to 
create a solid platform that would fa-
cilitate our ambitious, wide scale goals, 
and a long-term innovative approach. 
The BSAG planned to be innovative on 
two levels:

First, at the individual project level 
the innovation is that we act as cata-
lysts. We combine NGO, public and 

enterprise resources to maximise the re-
turns on public investments. To achieve 
this we speed up the use of budgeted 
funds by identifying the players in the 
field and linking them together for rap-
id implementation of existing plans 
such as the Helsinki Commission Baltic 
Sea Action Plan (more about this fur-
ther below). 

Second, at the level of the society, 
charity usually materializes in those ar-
eas where the society cannot or does 
not help or interfere. We created a 
structural innovation where the BSAG 
as an NGO precedes an eventually 
emerging management structure to re-
spond to those decisions that EU has 
made concerning the wellbeing of seas 
and the environment at large. We be-
lieve that in the future there will cer-
tainly be a powerful formal institution 
for example within the EU that will be 
responsible for the Baltic Sea and have 
its own budget. However, the Baltic Sea 
cannot wait so the BSAG is a test-bed 
for a formal structure that may take a 
long time to emerge. 

The BSAG will carry out selected 
and concrete joint projects involving 
NGOs, local governments, regions, in-
ternational financing institutes, enter-
prises, and academic communities op-
erating in the Baltic Sea region. This 
approach allows us to bring together 
the best of each (i.e. public, scientific, 
entrepreneurial and philanthropic) ap-
proach to benefit the Baltic Sea. 

The outcome of our collective learn-
ing experience was this new foundation 
that has the structure to fulfil the ambi-
tious plans to cure the Baltic Sea in a 
fast pace. To remind ourselves of the 
communication and other challenges 
we face, we translated the legal name 
of the foundation to all 14 languages 
spoken in the catchment area of the 
Baltic Sea. 

baltIC	SEa	haS	nO	OWnEr

When we started to analyze the Baltic 
Sea through the metaphor of a multina-

tional company, the first thing that we 
realized was the confusing state of its 
ownership. No-one owns the Baltic 
Sea. There are coastal waters and eco-
nomic zones that vary in size. The rest 
of the sea is ruled by the ancient princi-
ple of ‘the freedom of the seas’. My 
perception is that most people in the 
coastal states consider themselves hav-
ing a right to the sea and thus a right to 
demand something to be done to re-
store its health. This form of unorgan-
ized stakeholdership seldom leads to 
any action. 

There are several organizations with 
one cause or single perspective that 
work towards the same goal. Everyone 
uses their own logic and means, and 
most operate nationally. Today there is 
only one organisation in which all the 
states around the Baltic Sea are repre-
sented: the Helsinki Commission 
(HELCOM). It is the governing body 
of the Convention on the Protection of 
the Marine Environment of the Baltic 
Sea Area. HELCOM works for a 
healthy sea as a policy maker and a 
provider of information and recom-
mendations. It also acts as a coordinat-
ing body in major maritime incidents 
when multilateral response is needed. 
(See http://www.helcom.fi/helcom/en_
GB/aboutus/). 

In 2007, after three decades of work 
by HELCOM, the ‘Baltic Sea Action 
Plan’ was finally accepted at the 
HELCOM Ministerial meeting in Po-
land. This road map – to continue the 
multinational metaphor – presents the 
strategy of the imaginary Baltic Sea Inc. 
But who represents the top manage-
ment and makes sure that the plan, just 
a recommendation, is implemented? 

vIrtual	OWnErShIp

The objective of the BSAG is a struc-
ture that enables decision making and 
orchestrated action especially now that 
there is a strategy i.e. the HELCOM 
Action Plan to follow. As the Baltic Sea 
does not have owners, we need to cre-
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ate the next best thing – a virtual set of 
owners. In practice we have gathered a 
high level Advisory Board (see Figure 1) 
which is chaired by the President of Fin-
land. The current members represent 
three national governments and the re-
cruitment of more members from costal 
countries is a work in progress. The suc-
cess of this influential body is assured 
when also Poland, Russia and Germany 
confirm their membership. The Adviso-
ry Board also includes members repre-
senting large corporations and high level 
academic research.

The Advisory Board is an attempt to 
mimic the voice of an owner of the Bal-

International advisory board

Chair:	president	of	the	republic	of	finland,	ms.	tarja	halonen
minister	for	foreign	affairs	of	finland,	mr.		alexander	Stubb,	ph.D
minister	for	foreign	affairs	of	Sweden,	mr.		Carl	bildt
minister	for	foreign	affairs	of	Estonia,	mr.		urmas	paet
Chairman	of	Cargotec	Corporation	&	foundation,	mr.	Ilkka	herlin,	ph.D
Chairman	of	royal	Dutch	Shell	and	nokia,	mr.	Jorma	Ollila
professor	of	Economics	(mIt),	mr.	bengt	holmström
Director,	foundation	asset	management	fam,	mr.		axel	Wallenberg
(To be completed with RUS, Ger, POL)

agriculture	
&	bioenergy

Clean	&	safe	
shipping

hazardous	
waste Innovative	

solutions

Figure 1.  The organisational structure and mandates of the Foundation for a Living Baltic Sea

Expertise, network, direct influcence on 
decision making

Strengthens	the	baltic	Sea	Cooperation

Speeds	up	the	implementation	of	the	
projects

Full legal responsibility of the 
foundation and funds

aligns	the	strategy	of	the	foundation

Operative management & shared 
functions

Program and project leaders, experts 
in substance

Scientific advice

Board of trustees

Chair:	Ilkka	herlin,	ph.D.,	Chairman	of	the	Cargotec	Corporation
peter	Immonen,	Chairman	of	WIp	asset	management
lassi	linnanen,	ph.D.,	professor	of	environmental	economics

Core group of the foundation 

Saara	Kankaanrinta,	Secretary	general,	co-founder
anna	Kotsalo-mustonen,	ph.D.,	Development	Director,	co-founder

International expert pool

network	of	researchers	from	Sweden,	Denmark,	germany,	latvia,	
finland	and	uK	(Created	in	200�	by	Johanna	Ikävalko,	ph.D.,		academy	
of	finland)

tic Sea. Its members are well connected 
within their formal networks and thus 
valuable messengers and mediators. Our 
first high level summit – the board meet-
ing of the Baltic Sea Inc. – will take 
place in 2010. Our goal for the summit 
is that participants representing both 
public sector entities and private organi-
zations make a set of concrete commit-
ments for action. The model for the 
commitment approach has been adopt-
ed from the Clinton Global Initiative 
(see www.clintonglobalinitiative.org/). 
The idea is to publicly adopt a task from 
a variety of tasks needed for the full re-
covery of the sea and commit to it. 

thE	WOrK	WIthIn	thE	
fOunDatIOn

The Foundation for a Living Baltic Sea 
has a small core organization and flex-
ible programmes for project implemen-
tation. The Advisory Board is especially 
important for structural development. 
The expert pool provides valuable ad-
vice and best available information on 
the problems and solutions.

Work is organized into four pro-
grammes each related to a subgroup of 
problems (see Figure 2) so that the di-
rectors of the four programmes can 
specialize in the problems and solu-
tions, and build a network of experts, 
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within that problem area. The second 
function of the grouping is to allow our 
supporters to focus their donations or 
pro bono work on a problem area they 
find most interesting. The choice of fo-
cus area can be personal or rational, 
based on what is considered to give 
most positive publicity for the donor. 
Our ethical guidelines for fundraising 
state that everyone has the right to do-
nate. (http://www.bsag.fi/en/tule/varain-
hankinnan_periaatteet/)

In our analysis of the problems we 
rely on the idea widely accepted in the 
business world, that the driving force 
behind any action are incentives, 
whether ones causing harm or curing 
problems. The harm is caused, and can 
only be solved, by people and organiza-
tions. Having a thorough understand-
ing of their causes and effects, and their 
drivers, is the key to solving problems 
on a permanent basis. 

The rescue mission of the sea has 
mainly been left to natural scientists. 
Their expertise is crucial in defining the 

problems and solutions. To make sure 
that we have the best knowledge avail-
able we have gathered a pool of experts 
to help us and we are setting up “a fast 
lane” link to those with in-depth 
knowledge and those who take action. 
However, the input by natural scientists 
is not sufficient when projects should 
be initiated and various resources mo-
bilized. There is also a strong need for 
structural and business knowledge in 
setting up projects. We aim to involve 
more resources of this type to tackle 
the challenge of rescuing the sea. 

WhErE	thE	prIvatE	SECtOr	Input	
maKES	a	DIffErEnCE

We approach problems with the aim of 
solving them permanently and in co-
operation with parties that have a nat-
ural incentive to do so. Most of the 
problems of the Baltic Sea have eco-
nomic ties and so all changes will alter 
the existing ways of working or doing 
business. Our goal is to find actors who 
have natural incentives to change their 

Figure 2.  The four programmes and some project examples

BSAG Advisory board
highlevel	members

BSAG Board + Core group
analyzing	the	problem	

prioritizing
formulating	the	projects

lobbying
fundraising	&	pr	&	Communication

Program D
new	challenge	&	research

Program  C
hazardous	waste	

Program B 
Clean	&	safe	shipping

Program A 
agriculture	&	bionergy

leningrad	
Oblast:

Energy	from	
manure

finland:	
multiple	
actions

Eu	pilot	
project

Oxygenation
the	

sediments

Oil	accident Emission	
from	vessels

behaviour in a direction beneficial to 
the Baltic Sea. 

If there are no incentives we try to 
create them for example by lobbying. 
Sometimes the only thing missing is the 
critical mass. A single actor might not 
have enough incentive to take a risk to 
start a project even if the actor is a key 
player for the solution, or a key benefi-
ciary. Our role is to act as a catalyst 
and a collector of players. We may give 
a jump-start to a project which is then 
handed over to the natural stakehold-
ers. We seek natural stakeholders inten-
sively as they possess natural drivers 
for getting the project completed in an 
economic manner.

Speeding up something that would 
take place in next decade anyway moti-
vated by business opportunities may al-
so be our role. The state of the sea is 
such that postponing action means 
manifold costs for fixing the same 
problem later.



funDraISIng	anD	rESOurCES

The measure of our success is not the 
flow of Euros through the BSAG, or 
the amount of money donated to us. 
We measure the success by our impact 
on the improvement of the wellbeing of 
the Baltic Sea. The impact is then com-
pared to our most optimistic plans. We 
value concrete individual projects 
which are according to our experiences 
also most appreciated by the general 
public. However, the problems of the 
Baltic Sea are of such magnitude that 
recovery is not possible, or it takes too 
long if we try to fix them problem by 
problem. This is why we put an extra 
effort into supporting structural im-
provement. Yet, as these individual 
projects are easy to comprehend, they 
increase public awareness and so create 
political pressure for structural changes 
that can have larger scale effects than 
individual projects ever can. A good 
balance between concrete projects and 
work on structural issues supports both 
and provides the best outcome. 

Our target is to produce as much 
added value with existing resources 
and networks as possible. As an exam-
ple, our first mission prior to formalis-
ing the foundation was to lobby for 
money from the European Commis-
sion’s special funds. We used our then 
emergent expert pool to prepare the 
proposal. We decided to produce a 
plain language version that was easy to 
understand and thus appreciated by 
busy Members of the European Parlia-
ment. As a result, the Parliament grant-
ed 2.5 million Euros for the Baltic Sea 
work. The money does not circulate via 
BSAG but goes directly to two HELCOM 
projects. For us this was a victory – we 
managed to communicate the specific 
scientifically proven needs in an appro-
priate form to MEPs. 

Fundraising and resource gathering 
work ideally when there is a tentative 
project for which specific knowledge, 
services, products and networks are 
needed. We start building a project by 

looking for those actors with interest or 
incentive to participate. We also try to 
find those companies interested in the 
issue and willing to invest money to the 
fund dealing with that specific issue.

We also welcome company initiatives 
that support our mission. For example, 
the Finnish travel agency Kaleva Travel 
presented an idea to us to proactively 
offer their corporate customers a ‘local’ 
choice (the Baltic Sea) for off-setting 
their CO2 emissions from flights. Kale-
va Travel offers standardized carbon 
offsetting for flight miles but was aware 
that some customers and their employ-
ees value more projects that help simul-
taneously both the Baltic Sea and cli-
mate change. As a result of this initia-
tive, the Travel Balance Fund was set up 
within our foundation in January 2009. 
Donations made into this special fund 
are used in Baltic Sea projects to com-
pensate for the harm that travelling 
causes to the sea and coastal areas. 
Companies can calculate their donation 
based on flight miles or using any crite-
ria indicating the amount of harm from 
travelling to nature, such as the number 
of travel days. 

 When collecting resources we hope 
to also find people or companies who 
wish to work for us for free. The pub-
licity has encouraged several profession-
als and companies to offer their input 
on a pro bono basis. So far three inter-
national management companies 
(McKinsey, Bain & Company and 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers) have worked 
for us and the fourth is under discus-
sion. Our IT operations and overall 
marketing are provided pro bono by, 
respectively, Academica and Taivas. In 
addition, highly qualified senior profes-
sionals provide their expertise pro bo-
no. We advocate that the best way to 
help the Baltic Sea is to do just the thing 
you are best at i.e. where your own 
added value is the greatest. 

The BSAG also has several indirect 
needs from furniture and auditing to 
translation and banking services. They 

are all compulsory for the projects to 
get started and to succeed. It is impor-
tant that donors understand that in or-
der to execute a large cross-boarder 
and long-term project, funds are need-
ed for administration and communica-
tion. Without resources for these func-
tions there is no project. 

pOSItIvE	pErCEptIOn	

Our newly started foundation and our 
work have gained a lot of positive pub-
licity. We have received encouragement 
by all the traditional and formal stake-
holders who are interested in and work 
for a cleaner sea. We consider their 
positive response proof of the need for 
this type of an approach. We also see 
ourselves as one of the most eager imple-
menters and marketers of the HELCOM 
Baltic Sea Action Plan.

We are passionate about our goals 
and strategy for the rescue of the Baltic 
Sea. A case study (Vuorinen, 2008, 54–
56) about BSAG in its early stages re-
veals how our plans were perceived by 
potential donor companies. The results 
were presented in a SWOT-analysis 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities 
and Threats), using the language of a 
business practitioner. According to the 
SWOT analysis our strengths include 
issues such as having concrete sub-
stance; being target-driven and having 
a swift schedule; combining different 
type of actors in the society; business 
logic, marketing knowledge and politi-
cal lobbying power; reputation; experi-
ence; realism, boldness and creativity; 
desire to experiment and differentiate; 
interactivity, flexibility, agility and the 
amplitude of the support network. 

On the other hand, our weaknesses 
include the newness, anonymity and 
small size of the organization; wide 
range of operations at a stage when the 
operational structure and dynamics are 
still under development; underdevelop-
ment of the operating concept; the 
team’s lack of expertise in environmen-
tal matters, and limitedness of resources. 
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Further on, potential threats are the 
failure to differentiate from other non-
profit organizations; other organiza-
tions’ copycat behaviour; network 
stops expanding; engagement of com-
panies remains at the sponsorship level; 
interest in the Baltic Sea theme lessens; 
failure to meet the expectations of 
companies and individuals; becoming 
personified too strongly with the 
founders; bureaucracy outstrips action, 
and unrealistically high objectives. 

Then again on the bright side, the 
following issues were considered as our 
opportunities: increased importance of 
humaneness and responsibility in the 
society; the weight of weak signals 
BSAG is able to bring to the attention 
of companies; willingness of companies 
to build and develop their non-profit 
engagements and their openness to sug-
gestions; search for new ways to en-
gage; ease in approaching non-profit or-
ganizations; the trend towards longer 
term commitment; continuous dialogue 
and the great potential for action work 
in the Baltic Sea target area. 

As to the threats, we have already 
seen copycat behaviour which we wel-
come rather than fear, as it proves our 
approach to be right and leads others to 
the common goal of a clean sea. Also, 
there is the risk that public discourse 
becomes over-saturated with the phe-
nomenon of rescuing the Baltic Sea. Cli-
mate change as a topic may take over 
the interest. However, our advantage is 
that we have projects that deal with 
both climate change and the Baltic Sea. 

lESSOnS	lEarnt:	SImIlarItIES	anD	
DIffErEnCES

Summarising the overall learning expe-
rience so far, we can state that similari-
ties between successful business opera-
tions and the BSAG include having an 
ambitious goal and a strategy to 
achieve it; clear management or owner-
ship; understanding the drivers of the 
problem and solution; having incen-
tives for action; and the dedication of 

those working for the strategy. 
What differentiates the Baltic Sea 

projects from business logic is that also 
other than financial drivers matter. The 
need, i.e., the recovery of the sea, can-
not be reformulated and satisfied with 
substitutes – one cannot replace the 
loss of the healthy sea with, for exam-
ple, clean lakes. Further, the challenges 
are almost always international and in-
volve several stakeholders and there is 
a risk of irreversible effects when inter-
fering with the ecosystem. 

Changes seem to take ages when 
they are assessed beforehand. On the 
other hand, it is amazing how much has 
changed in a relatively short period of 
time when looking back. This is good 
to remember when tackling complicated 
structural issues. They might require 
large scale attitude changes and new 
legislation and seem so frustratingly far 
away in the timeline. However, it is re-
freshing to remember how the Baltic 
Sea was perceived only a few decades 
ago. Up to the 1970s the main perspec-
tive of the friends and researchers of the 
Baltic Sea was how to maintain the sea 
as a good waste dumping site. 

This historical fact gives us hope to 
continue our work. It proves that with 
focused work, changes in attitudes are 
possible and will eventually take place. 
We firmly believe that at some point of 
time it will be taken for granted that 
the Baltic Sea is a valuable, unique eco-
system. Then we will all agree that it is 
worthy of all efforts. 
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Pasi  Sahlberg1

Creativity
andinnovation

through 
lifelong learning

Creativity has always been an admired personal 

characteristic but now it is becoming an important objective 

also in lifelong learning. The knowledge society demands 

people with better education and abilities to work with 

ideas. This article argues that education systems have 

trouble finding ways of adapting to the need for innovation 

and including creativity in current teaching and learning 

processes. 
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O ne reason for a weakening 
role of risk-taking and cre-
ativity in schools is that 
education policies today 

are preoccupied by the principle of 
marketisation that assumes that com-
petition and information are the best 
ways to improve education. Instead, we 
should rethink the meaning and nature 
of both creativity and innovation and 
what they mean to lifelong learning. 
This would require building trust 
within education systems and focusing 
on a broader range of intelligences. 
Creativity and readiness to work with 
innovation can be enhanced through 
lifelong learning when learners (1) are 
encouraged to change their daily rou-
tines, (2) experience changes in the 
environments in which their learning 
takes place, and (3) are enabled to find 
their natural talent. This article also 
encourages lifelong learners to learn 
how to be wrong – that is a key to 
unlocking creativity.

hOpE	Out	Of	CrISIS

A time of crisis often creates new ideas 
and alternatives to traditional action. It 
also challenges old ways of thinking. 
At the moment we are in the midst of 
global turmoil. Global financial servic-
es are collapsing, economies are in a 
steep downturn and iconic enterprises 
are disappearing from the map of the 
business world. It is difficult to under-
stand fully all causes and effects of 
these global events. No-one knows pre-
cisely how the future will take shape 
within the next decade. Although pre-
dicting the future is difficult, we do 
know something about it. The follow-
ing three global change factors, all rel-
evant to this article, have consequences 
to thinking about and re-conceptualiz-
ing lifelong learning in the future. 
These three change factors each repre-
sent different time perspectives and 
vary therefore in terms of their impact 
on current thinking.

(1) By 2050, according to the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate 
Change, we will reach a critical ceiling 
of the carbon dioxide (CO2) level (554 
parts-per-million, or ppm) in the at-
mosphere (Sachs, 2008). That will take 
us to an irreversible path of changes in 
the Earth’s climate that will risk many 
forms of life as we know them. Con-
ventional ways of solving that problem, 
such as reliance on individual efforts, 
voluntary change of behaviour or hop-
ing that markets will lead the way are 
becoming insufficient. Community 
based responses together with inter-
governmental and collaborative efforts 
will be needed.

(2) By 2035, according to UNESCO, 
more people worldwide will be gradu-
ating through education than ever be-
fore. This is for many reasons: growing 
secondary and tertiary education age 
cohorts; new forms of receiving qualifi-
cations through virtual education insti-
tutions; and higher educational de-
mands of the knowledge society. Sud-
denly degrees and diplomas are worth 
little.

(3) Within the next year or so, ac-
cording to the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), due to the finan-
cial crisis and economic downturn, 
more than 50 million people will lose 
their jobs (ILO, 2009). Many of these 
jobs will be gone forever. At the same 
time there are four million jobs that are 
not filled because of shortages of skilled 
people. Job rotation is speeding up and 
most people have to learn new knowl-
edge and skills several times during 
their working lives to remain em-
ployed.

The current global crisis, including 
the three change forces above, requires 
new ways of thinking and acting in or-
der to find sustainable solutions. From 
an educational point of view this raises 
two possibilities. First, given the mag-
nitude and complexity of global chal-
lenges, only genuinely new ideas and 
innovations will be sufficient in provid-

ing alternatives that lead to a more sus-
tainable path of development. This will 
require investing in development and 
innovation in the key areas of technol-
ogy, social organizations and ecology. 
Second, since the world is not likely to 
return to stable times with permanent 
jobs and steady economic development, 
the key competences needed in the fu-
ture have to reflect more than before, 
as Hargreaves (2003) has insisted, flex-
ibility, risk-taking, creativity and inno-
vation. This is a challenge for formal 
education in general and lifelong learn-
ing in particular.

tWO	mODElS	Of	EDuCatIOn

We should use the creative minds – ide-
as, imagination and innovation – even 
in the absence of external pressure. Ap-
peal for more creativity and innovation 
in education comes, not from the edu-
cation community but from a global 
emergency and the urgent need for 
change. The main reason is that all na-
tional education systems are based on 
two underlying models. As Robinson 
(2001, 23) has stated, ‘there is an eco-
nomic model and an intellectual model 
and there is assumed to be a relation-
ship between the two’. The economic 
model of education is industrialism 
that views education as the production 
of knowledge and skills for predeter-
mined markets. Teaching and learning 
are sequenced to manageable units and 
programmed by a timetable. The logic 
of this model is based on a belief in 
competition and information as the key 
drivers of educational improvement 
(Levin & Fullan, 2008). 

The intellectual model, in turn, 
views intelligence primarily as an aca-
demic ability that is dominated by 
memory rather than by broader intel-
lectual, interpersonal or creative proc-
esses. This model assumes that intelli-
gence can and should be measured to 
determine individuals’ educational 
progress. The problem now is, accord-
ing to Robinson (2001), that the eco-
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nomic model is outdated and the intel-
lectual model is inadequate for the 
needs of the sustainable knowledge so-
ciety. 

Education policies rarely attempt to 
challenge these two underlying assump-
tions of schooling. Instead, education 
reforms today aim at raising standards, 
extending time for learning or having 
more computers in schools. These and 
other efforts will remain an insufficient 
means of improving the quality of edu-
cation unless the economic and the in-
tellectual models of education are re-
considered. 

Education for a sustainable knowl-
edge society should rely on a human 
ecology model that uses a holistic ap-
proach to help people solve problems 
and enhance human potential by using 
their natural talent through learning, 
prevention of life  collaboration and 
empowerment. Human ecology ex-
plores how social systems relate to and 
interact with the ecological systems on 
which they depend. It integrates, as de-
scribed by Marten (2001), long-stand-
ing ecological principles with more re-
cent concepts from complex systems 
theory. Human ecology proposes im-
proved, alternative ways of organising 
our lives in our societies. It requires the 
use of imagination, creativity and col-
laboration to reduce poverty and ine-
quality, enhance the environment and 
improve wellbeing for all in a sustain-
able way. This is the rationale behind 
this article.

EDuCatIOn	fOr	a	SuStaInablE	
KnOWlEDgE	SOCIEty

Knowledge and innovation are the 
main sources of progress in modern 
knowledge-based economies. Indeed, 
knowledge plays a key role in increas-
ing human capital, which is one of the 
main drivers of economic progress and 
sustainable development in knowledge 
societies. It is not primarily what indi-

viduals know or do not know, but their 
skills in acquiring, utilising, diffusing 
and creating knowledge that are impor-
tant for the future. Formal education, 
especially at pre-tertiary levels, has 
been criticised for outdated concep-
tions of knowledge, often characterised 
as academicism. The basis of knowl-
edge in this view has been the positivist 
scientific method. Therefore, knowl-
edge has been viewed as objective and 
knowledge-formation as a linear, cu-
mulative process. The ideal of knowl-
edge has been understood as static, 
eternal and free from subjective values 
and interpretations. 

Due to the breakthrough of new sci-
entific paradigms in economics, math-
ematics, natural sciences, neuroscience, 
nanotechnology, cognitive sciences and 
information technologies, knowledge is 
now seen in a new light. It is seen as 
relativistic and diverse in terms of its 
interpretations. It is created through 
multiple processes, including herme-
neutic and subjective ‘scientific’ meth-
ods. This shift in the paradigm of 
knowledge has created a challenge for 
all forms of education. Education 
should focus not only on transmission 
of information but also on construction 
and transformation of knowledge 
which are fundamental processes in 
knowledge-intensive and innovation-
rich societies. However, many countries 
are moving to the opposite direction: 
what seems to be valued is convention-
al academic knowledge in selected core 
subjects that can be reproduced in 
knowledge tests using standardised in-
tellectual processes. The logic of an in-
novative society, however, is simple: 
There is no creativity without trust that 
allows people to try new ways of think-
ing and working, in other words, tak-
ing risks. Furthermore, there is no in-
novation without an environment in 
which people can come up with origi-
nal ideas that have value, in other 
words, where they can be creative.

Rethinking creativity
Creativity is often seen as a special 
ability that some people have and some 
do not. It seems to relate to artistic self-
expression through arts, music, drama 
and dance in which some of us are nat-
urally talented. This is, however, a nar-
row view of creativity. Any activity that 
engages intelligence can be creative be-
cause intelligence itself has multiple di-
mensions and is indeed creative. Imagi-
nation feeds creativity and creative ide-
as give meaning to our life. Therefore, 
everyone has creative abilities and tal-
ent of some kind. The challenge is that 
we are not always aware what our cre-
ative capacities are, or how to use them 
in situations that are not directly relat-
ed to particular creative processes. 
There are four facets of creativity that 
are important when rethinking its role 
in improving education at all stages.

First, to be creative means to design 
and make something new that is mean-
ingful in any context of activity. In oth-
er words, it is about having original 
ideas that have value (Robinson, 2001). 
These original ideas may be related to 
poetry, physics, economics or, for ex-
ample, to practical aspects of cleaning 
the house. Different intelligences are re-
lated to different forms of creativity 
but the basic nature of the process is 
the same. Traditional schooling gives 
priority to just one or two of these in-
telligences, often logical-mathematical 
and linguistic ones, and values them 
further by basing success or failure on 
them. But creativity includes much 
more. It includes many different ways 
of thinking, communicating, doing and 
behaving that are equally important.

Second, creativity can be part of 
both individual and collective thinking 
and action. Building creative communi-
ties has become an important aspect of 
learning organisations and institutions 
that are operating at the edge of crea-
tive businesses and innovation indus-
tries. Sawyer (2007) goes one step fur-
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ther and reveals that creativity is al-
ways collaborative – even when we are 
alone. Just as individuals can learn and 
develop their creative capacities, so can 
communities. But there needs to be a 
systematic plan to do this and also ad-
equate feedback systems that reward 
good creative performances.

Third, creative processes that aim at 
generating original ideas that have val-
ue should involve deliberate applica-
tion of earlier learned knowledge, skills 
and attitudes. Any new idea is not nec-
essarily a product of creative thinking. 
Wild solutions to a complicated prob-
lem are not necessarily creative either. 
They need to be based on valid knowl-
edge and crafted using proper skills. 
This is the essential link that connects 
creativity to academic disciplines, such 
as mathematics or economics.

Finally, everyone has some creative 
abilities, in other words, we can all be 
creative. In education the challenge of-
ten is to help students find their own 
creative passion to learn and do things. 
Most people think that they are not 
creative or that they are only able to 
use their creative skills in certain spe-
cial situations, such as in design, draw-
ing or making music. Emphasis on hu-
man ecology requires that many more 
will find their natural talent and use 
their creative capacities for their own 
development. Being creative is not of it-
self an admirable thing; it should be 
based on values and lead to develop-
ment.

Revisiting innovation
Innovation is the extraction of econom-
ic and social value from knowledge. It 
involves putting ideas, knowledge and 
technology to work in a manner that 
brings about a significant improvement 
in performance. It is not just an idea 
but rather an idea that has been made 
to work. This means that innovation 
and entrepreneurship are required. 
Therefore, living in and working for a 
world of innovations requires funda-

mentally different attitudes, knowledge 
and skills from the citizens. Technologi-
cal adaptation and innovation have 
been the main drivers of economic 
growth in developed countries since the 
World War II and are proving to be im-
portant factors also in many develop-
ing countries (Chen and Dahlman, 
2004). Therefore, in order to be able to 
contribute successfully to the develop-
ment of innovation in the sustainable 
knowledge economy, education systems 
need to include working with and 
learning from innovations as a part of 
education policies. Innovations linked 
to future development and changes 
have three characteristics that are also 
relevant to lifelong learning. 

First, the process of innovation is 
non-linear rather than linear. This im-
plies that in order to work in an inno-
vation-rich environment one has to de-
velop mindsets able to identify and un-
derstand non-linear, systemic processes. 
Teaching and learning have traditional-
ly been conceptualised as linear, deter-
ministic procedures. Therefore, shifting 
the focus of education to address the 
needs of working with innovations re-
quires rethinking teaching and learning 
as non-linear, non-deterministic and 
complex processes. In the professional 
development of teachers and in school 
improvement this means exploring and 
expanding the existing pedagogic con-
ceptions and beliefs, and upgrading the 
current knowledge base related to 
teaching and learning. Education poli-
cies and curricula should pay more at-
tention to meta-cognition, i.e. learning 
how to learn and how to understand 
the process. 

Second, innovation is most often a 
collective process created and main-
tained by a group of people rather than 
by one inventor. In this sense innova-
tion requires shared knowledge and 
complementary skills from more than 
one person. In order to promote these 
collective and creative qualities, educa-
tion at all levels needs to focus on 

‘learning to learn together’ and work-
ing productively with other people, for 
instance through co-operative learning. 

Third, innovation is an organic en-
tity and the process of innovation can 
be characterized as a complex or even 
chaotic process of self-organisation 
(Hirooka, 2005; Prigogine, 1997). This 
means that knowledge and skills that 
are related to innovation are attained 
through active construction rather than 
direct instruction and accommodation. 
Therefore, teaching and learning in 
schools should be viewed as systemic 
processes that rely on principles of ac-
tive participation, social interaction, di-
alogue and reflection.

The aim of many knowledge society 
strategies is an innovative society that 
provides security, happiness and pros-
perity to all citizens in ecologically sus-
tainable ways. Lifelong education and 
learning are essential for achieving that 
dream. Nations’ dreams and visions 
differ in detail but the main idea is the 
same. For example, Himanen (2007) 
has suggested that for Finland this 
dream would be a genuinely caring and 
creative Finland. All modern national 
and multi-national strategies include 
the idea of creativity and innovation. 
Economic policies, especially at the 
time of fiscal disorder, count on 
strengthening investments in innova-
tion and technology. Ecological sustain-
ability will only be achieved through 
further creative solutions to emerging 
global problems. In fact, as Sachs 
(2008) eloquently asserts in his book 
Common Wealth, the global challenges 
of over-population, energy shortages 
and climate change can only be solved 
by new collaborative and creative ac-
tions of all nations. How can global ed-
ucation policies promote better mutual 
trust among nations, companies and in-
dividuals that is the conditional basis 
for risk-taking and creativity? Both 
trust and creativity are needed to fulfil 
the global dream of a secure, safe and 
ecologically sustainable world for all.
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The current emphasis on competi-
tion and information as the key drivers 
of educational improvement combines 
two traditions in public education that 
have previously been only loosely con-
nected, namely, public accountability 
and student assessment. During the 
past twenty years test-based accounta-
bility has held school, teachers, and 
students increasingly accountable for 
learning as measured by knowledge 
tests. The logic of market-driven educa-
tional development relies on the fol-
lowing assumptions (Sahlberg, in 
press): 

1. Competition in the economy as a 
whole drives efficiency and improve-
ment and should be applied to educa-
tion as well, so that competition among 
schools will lead to better outcomes for 
students. 

2. In order to be able to compete, in-
dividual schools require much more au-
tonomy. 

3. Parents and students need to be 
able to choose the schools of their 
choice. 

4. Parents and students, in order to 
make their decisions, require compara-
ble measures of learning achievement 
and educational quality of all schools, 
based on a single national curriculum. 

5. What all students are expected to 
know and be able to do needs to be ex-
pressed in learning standards or out-
comes in order to make comparable 
measurements of student achievements 
and school performance based on ex-
ternally prescribed curriculum.

The education reform logic derived 
from these assumptions is that of com-
petition. It has resulted in test-based 
accountability in the education system, 
standardisation of school practices and 
teaching for pre-determined results in 
classrooms, as shown in Figure 1. This 
logic, however, is quite different from 
how ecological sustainability and na-
tional economic competitiveness are es-
tablished. Fostering trust, enabling 
risk-taking and thereby building condi-

tions for creative thinking and action 
are the key drivers of collaborative and 
sustainable ecological and economic 
development. Economic policies 
(wealth creation through market com-
petition) and environmental policies 
(preserving ecological balance for the 
common good) can be seen as contra-
dictory. Economic success is often a 
matter of win-lose relationships with 
competitors. Nevertheless, within eco-
nomic organisations, creativity and 
productivity are enhanced by trust, 
risk-taking and collaboration. Account-
ability, standardisation and fixed re-
sults in and between educational insti-
tutions inevitably lead to both internal 
and external win-lose relationships 

based on narrowly defined measures 
that work against collaborative rela-
tionships and the creative use of imagi-
nation that are so vital for the challeng-
ing decades ahead. 

In many educational situations, if 
Figure 1 is correct, there is a discrepan-
cy between economic and sustainable 
development policies on one hand and 
the education policies on the other. Ac-
cording to a growing number of re-
search and progress reports around the 
world, competition-driven education 
policies have increased standardisation 
and test-based accountability in many 
education systems (Hargreaves, 2008; 
Sahlberg, in press). This, in turn, has 
narrowed curriculum, promoted teach-

Figure 1. Conflicting forces of change between education and 
economic policies in building an innovation nation.

The dream: an 
innovative and caring 

nation

Class-
room

School

Education system

Economic policies and 
environment

Education policies

Creativity

risk-taking

trust

fixed	results

Standardization

accountability

Education	reform
	logic:

C
om

petition

Ec
ol

og
ic

al
 s

us
ta

in
ab

ili
ty

 a
nd

 e
co

no
m

ic
 

co
m

pe
tit

iv
en

es
s 

lo
gi

c:
 c

ol
la

bo
ra

tio
n



58										l IfElOng	lEarnIng	In	EurOpE		 	1	 | 	2009

i
N

N
O

V
a

T
i

O
N

 a
N

d
 C

r
E

a
T

i
V

i
T

y

er-centred pedagogies and shifted learn-
ing time from arts and music to read-
ing, mathematics and science. As a re-
sult, many more students than before 
have not experienced ‘being creative’ in 
school or being able to learn in their 
‘element’, as Robinson (2009) calls it. 
The main emphasis of modern formal 
schooling in many places is on finding 
the correct answer, or on being right. 
That is, of course, important but we al-
so need to be prepared to be wrong.

lEarnIng	tO	bE	rIght	–	anD	
WrOng

Most conventional education teaches 
us to avoid being wrong. This is the 
very principle of ‘knowing’. During the 
course of their formal schooling, peo-
ple learn that being right is rewarded 
and being wrong is, more often than 
not, punished. There is a remarkable 
difference between the behaviour of 
learners in the first grade and in adult 
learning classes. Most first-graders be-
lieve that they have some creative tal-
ent and are thus not afraid of trying 
new ways of thinking or doing things. 
They give answers to teachers’ ques-
tions bravely without fear of not get-
ting it right. In a typical adult learning 
class, however, most learners think that 
they are not creative and many of them 
are scared to give a wrong answer or 
say something silly. According to Rob-
inson, most of us lose the confidence to 
try out new things as we grow up. He 
says that ‘ironically, one of the main 
reasons this happens is education. The 
result is that too many people never 
connect with their true talents and 
therefore don’t know what they’re re-
ally capable of achieving.’ (Robinson, 
2009, xi)

Teaching is typically based on a cur-
riculum that presents content to be 
learned as sets of ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’. 
Mastery of that curriculum is then test-
ed using tests of knowledge that nor-
mally require reproducing the right an-
swer or choosing one from a small 

number of options available in the test. 
The global educational reform move-
ment with standardised modes of 
teaching and prescribed learning out-
comes often consolidates convergent 
processes of learning that aim at avoid-
ing being wrong (Sacks, 2000). But 
people need to be prepared to be wrong 
when they are learning or engaging in 
creative acts. That is a key to unlocking 
the available natural creative capacity 
in every learner and classroom. “Mis-
takes” often produce new products, 
such as text messaging features in mo-
bile phones that was ‘invented’ by such 
smart mistake.

Creativity and innovation are inter-
connected. Creativity is innovation in 
that it connects things not previously 
connected. The challenge for lifelong 
learning is to allow, enable and encour-
age learners to make these connections. 
This is a considerable challenge, given 
the educational history of most learn-
ers. Many have learned that they only 
have limited creative talent. Some see 
themselves disconnected from creativity 
and being able to make anything origi-
nal. This peculiar self-image is stimu-
lated by conceptions of creativity as a 
personal innate characteristic that some 
have and some lack. Lifelong learning 
has therefore an important part to play 
in providing learners with opportuni-
ties to develop their creative capacities.

CrEatIvE	aSpECtS	Of	lIfElOng	
lEarnIng

In recent years there has been a grow-
ing understanding of the role of crea-
tivity in human capital development. 
This has also increased the promotion 
of creativity within education systems. 
The development of creative thinking 
underpins two important global strate-
gies: sustainable ecological develop-
ment and national economic competi-
tiveness. Both strategies depend on the 
creative capital of nations and are 
therefore directly linked to education 
systems’ power to address risk-taking, 

creativity and innovation at all levels of 
education. 

These global strategies also motivate 
many nations to reform their education 
systems. As part of this process, life-
long learning is also being re-conceptu-
alised. The need to integrate creativity 
and innovation into lifelong learning 
requires adult learning curricula to be 
reshaped so that learners become confi-
dent individuals and active citizens ca-
pable of creating new ideas in their 
communities and societies. The benefits 
of creativity are being increasingly rec-
ognised. It is related to improved moti-
vation, self-esteem and, thereby, learn-
ing achievement. Other positive gains 
related to creativity in education in-
clude people becoming:

• more sensitive and open to new 
ideas;
• able to solve problems using alter-
native approaches and techniques;
• more attracted to exploring and 
discovering things for themselves;
• more willing and able to cooperate 
with others;
• better learners.
People who have the opportunity to 

develop their natural talent and crea-
tive skills will be better prepared for 
life and work. The world is complex 
and changing rapidly. There was a time 
when a good academic qualification 
guaranteed a job for a lifetime, but not 
anymore. Most people will have to 
learn for new professions and adapt to 
several careers in the course of their 
lifetimes. Most employers today – and 
certainly in the future – want to recruit 
people who can work with ideas and 
see connections, are innovative, com-
municate and work well with others, 
and are good problem-solvers. Al-
though the inflation of formal qualifi-
cations and degrees will continue, con-
fident and creative individuals will al-
ways be in demand in the future.
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CultIvatIng	CrEatIvIty

In this article I have argued that crea-
tivity and innovation, now becoming as 
important as ‘literacy’, should have a 
central place in lifelong learning poli-
cies. But there is always a gap between 
intention and actual practice. Creativity 
can be learned and developed in the 
same way as other forms of human in-
telligence. Sometimes role-plays, learn-
ing through drama, music or dance are 
used as stimuli for new ideas, emotions 
or ways of doing things. My favourite 
example of enhancing creativity and in-
novativeness among adult learners is a 
long-term development project titled 
Creative Problem Solving in School 
that was carried out in Finland in the 
1990s. The aim of that project was to 
introduce creative problem solving in 
teachers’ professional development. 
Teachers practised new attitudes, ways 
of thinking and skills for solving prob-
lems in more creative ways, using tech-
niques and methods such as mind map-
ping, brainstorming, holistic mapping 
of the problem situation and synectics. 
These methods helped teachers to be-
come more creative learners, and also 
equipped them with new techniques 
that they used with their students to 
practice creative problem solving.

As a conclusion, I will offer four ide-
as for lifelong learning policy-makers 
and practitioners to ease the shift from 
policy to practice in incorporating crea-
tivity and innovation in education sys-
tems. Some of the following ideas draw 
from my experiences on the Creative 
Problem Solving in School project men-
tioned above.

 Changing the way we normally do 
things. Changing one’s habits is a good 
way to be more creative. This may be 
as simple as walking a different route 
to school or work, having different 
seating arrangements in meetings, or 
serving dinner on new plates. Changing 
daily routines provokes the key ques-
tion: Could it be done in another way? 
Exploring this question in different sit-

uations, including those related to 
learning or working, may bring along 
original ideas that have value, thus en-
hancing creativity.

Changing the working and living en-
vironment. Another concrete way to 
enable creative thinking is to make 
changes in one’s habitat. Rearranging 
office, living room or garden may stim-
ulate new perspectives on daily issues. 
Switching a job with someone for a day 
or a week may be a critical trigger for 
new ideas. Creativity is part of the cul-
ture and therefore changes in our im-
mediate environment can help us to 
think and act differently. Changing the 
school timetable from 45 minute peri-
ods to half day learning blocks (with 
adequate recesses to refresh), only us-
ing text books which are available on-
line, making creative use of social net-
working tools as a component of learn-
ing are some examples of a changed en-
vironment.

Learning to be wrong. Being right is 
the goal of education but it is not 
enough for success in an unpredictable 
and complex world. Creativity is often 
blocked by the fear of appearing to be 
strange or wrong. Being prepared to be 
wrong is an important part of being 
creative and having original ideas that 
have value. Providing learning environ-
ments free from the fear of being 
wrong establishes the trust that is a 
critical condition for creativity to flour-
ish. Communication, cooperation and 
respecting others are the most effective 
means of building trust in a communi-
ty. Rewarding effort and ideas, not on-
ly rewarding correct answers, is also es-
sential for promoting creativity and in-
novation in teams and organisations.

Finding natural talent. Formal 
schooling is typically designed for aver-
age groups, not for individuals. That is 
why many people do not realise what 
they are good at when they are in 
school. Although learning after formal 
schooling is often driven by one’s per-
sonal interests, a lot can be done to re-

shape learning environments to better 
meet each learner’s natural abilities. 
Lifelong learning is important also in 
helping people to find their natural tal-
ents that they never discovered while in 
school. The hope that we have for the 
future is to adopt the new concept of 
human ecology. Human beings can 
change the course of life on Earth. Jo-
nas Salk once said that ‘if all the insects 
on earth disappeared, within 50 years 
all life on earth would disappear. If all 
humans disappeared, within 50 years 
all species would flourish as never be-
fore.’ New human ecology requires re-
thinking human capacity and creativity 
as they are now understood in educa-
tion. It also requires a better apprecia-
tion of the potential of human imagina-
tion in searching for sustainable solu-
tions to heal our crowded and destabil-
ising planet. Educating whole persons, 
not only some aspects of their human 
intelligence, to cultivate their creative 
abilities, and to find their natural tal-
ents are the keys to that new human 
ecology. 

‘The future isn’t what it used to be’, 
said Yogi Berra, the baseball player. It 
could in fact be much richer, more 
challenging and more interesting than 
the past. In order to be able to cope 
with that future in a sustainable way 
we need to give creativity and innova-
tion more central places in our lives 
and certainly in our education. Lifelong 
learning can be an important medium 
in doing that.
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There is a mishmash of terms at work: 
global consciousness, global warming, 
green awareness, sustainable develop-
ment, and there are concepts behind 
those terms that span an even greater 
gamut. What does sustainability mean 
to educators? What is the best way to 
call people to action? Is Earth 3.0, after 
undergoing phases 1.0 (the natural 
planet) and 2.0 (the industrialized plan-
et), a realistic vision, or an overreach 
by well-intentioned idealists? In this 
commentary I draw together elements 
of this framework and also explore the 
fringes of sustainable development and 
what we as educators can do about it.

Sustainable development (SD), as 
well as education for sustainable devel-
opment (ESD), have been formulated in 
many ways. As Carl Lindberg informs 
us, the different formulations possess 
similar core conceptions. Sustainable 
development is thinking of ecological, 
economic, societal and cultural issues, 
in light of the present and the future. 
Even a critical reading of this issue re-
veals that we have indeed already 
found a solid framework of pedagogi-
cal principles, theoretical concepts and 
learning methods for education for sus-
tainable development. 

Participation seems to be the answer 
to a lot of the questions, including 

Educating for Earth 3.0:

The 

sustainable
planet

some that have yet to be asked. Grow-
ing ourselves to face Earth 3.0 requires 
active citizenship and wilful participa-
tion in the debates regarding the state 
of the planet for future generations. 
Promoting a more participatory citizen-
ship and learning (or the eco-citizen-
ship mentioned by Denis Leboucher 
and Jean-Paul Martin) is a challenge 
when reflecting upon the fact that so 
few people in the EU are actively en-
gaged. The good news is that participa-
tion is on the rise, as indicated by in-
creased education and training demand 
in all European countries. 

There are an infinite number of sce-
narios regarding what the world will 
look like, say, in the year 2040. In spite 
of this variety of directions, I find that 
exploring the most innovative ones is a 
helpful way to motivate myself to make 
changes. One such interesting scenario 
is a living and working space solution 
called Onnistamo. The name originates 
from the Finnish word onni which 
means happiness. Onnistamo won the 
first prize in the Happy Working and 
Living Spaces 2040 Vision Challenge 
and is a solution designed by a team 
consisting of students of industrial and 
mechanical engineering, architecture 
and regional planning from the Univer-
sity of Oulu. The idea is that individual 

freedom finds a physical form in Mo-
nio, the living space. Monio is a meta-
material that is formed to accommo-
date an inhabitant’s needs through arti-
ficial intelligence. The essential part of 
this plan is reducing the need for space: 
the meta-material converts the living 
room into a bedroom with no fuss, 
eliminating unnecessary space. Onnis-
tamo also includes a working and com-
munity activity centre Wikibaario, in 
which ideas can be tested through sim-
ulations carried out on a “thinking 
floor”. Onnistamo has a completely 
self-sufficient renewable energy supply 
and recycled rain water is used as serv-
ice water.

Whether it is realised in this exact 
form or not, the “Onnistamo” builders 
of tomorrow will need new skills and 
creativity. New technical skills will be 
required as well, as Alex Randall 
points out in his description of the 
Centre for Alternative Technology. We 
need people capable of developing, 
manufacturing and installing low-car-
bon power solutions. We also need 
people who possess expanded skills of 
eco-citizenship. As Leboucher and 
Martin (p. 30) note, ‘eco-citizenship 
teaching cannot be limited to a short-
list of technical knowledge and effec-
tive habits’ but the ‘notion conveys a 
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greater ambition: the emancipation of 
the humankind . . . toward lucid and 
concerted decision-making.’ Following 
from this, we find ourselves facing a 
need for new products – both material 
products and immaterial thinking 
tools. The question then is: what and 
how to produce? 

For producers of material goods, 
whether one is making mobile phones, 
shoes, paper machines or building 
houses, the questions to consider in-
clude: how long does the product last; 
how to make the logistic process car-
bon neutral; how to ensure that the end 
products can be used in a carbon neu-
tral way (e.g. what is the power 
source), and how is the product dis-
posed and recycled in the end. 

Concerning the production of imma-
terial thinking tools and skills, we 
come to the “how” and “what” of edu-
cation for sustainable development. 
The “what” changes everyday since 
through research we gain increased 
knowledge about sustainable develop-
ment. The “how” on the other hand 
touches upon the pedagogical princi-
ples we use in formal, non-formal and 
informal education, and also in the ed-
ucation production system itself. In this 
collection of articles we find many sim-
ilarities concerning pedagogical princi-
ples and theoretical concepts. They all 
emphasize a holistic approach which 
covers inclusion and dialogue, empow-
erment and responsibility, interdiscipli-
nary working methods and local and 
global perspectives. Educating for sus-
tainable development means going be-
yond practical and technical skills to-
ward ethical and philosophical discus-
sions about the environment and the 
humanity’s place in it. There are al-
ready a vast variety of learning meth-
ods for the promotion of environmen-
tal learning, including case studies, 
project learning, phenomenon based 
learning, learning library and world 
café. Our advantage is that the current 
internet technology enables new learn-

ing environments, new arenas for dis-
cussion, and more efficient ways to find 
information and learn from best prac-
tices. 

Interestingly, when comparing Pasi 
Sahlberg’s article on innovation and 
creativity and the Otava Folk High 
School activities described by Kaisa 
Lindström, we can find many similari-
ties. Competition and right-answers 
testing should be replaced with trust 
that enables risk taking, creativity and 
also the possibility to be wrong. By 
moving towards more case or project 
like teaching where teachers’ role is to 
learn with the students, and where no 
one knows the outcome of the learning 
experience, both the teacher and the 
students face the possibility of being 
wrong. Making a mistake can however 
be the long lost key to creating some-
thing completely new. If the desire is to 
support these kinds of educational set-
tings in the future, our educational sys-
tems needs to start trusting individual 
institutions, their staff and their stu-
dents more and to give more freedom 
to the institutions themselves to define 
what is quality education. 

The “how” of education for sustain-
able development should also take into 
account the whole production process. 
We do have many possibilities for mod-
ifying our purchasing policies, campus 
energy, heating and waste disposal is-
sues, employment policy, travel and 
meeting policies, just to name a few ex-
amples. Both the explicit and implicit 
values of an institution impact students 
and teachers alike and therefore should 
be discussed and decided on between 
management, personnel and students, 
and then implemented into concrete ac-
tions with target values, whether mon-
etary, immaterial, or related to the car-
bon footprint. As Lindberg and Lind-
ström both mention it is important to 
hear what the students are saying, not 
just in terms of what we want to hear, 
but in ways that reflect their sense of 
social responsibility. They are, after all, 

studying today and building our future 
tomorrow. 

Emerging partnerships provide op-
portunities to promote highly relevant 
learning. Partnerships in teacher train-
ing are no exception. Vicky Malotidi’s 
article features abundant examples of 
teacher training where the aim was to 
familiarise teachers with new pedagogic 
methods, the “project method” being 
one of them. Can project methods pro-
vide a bridge between educational insti-
tutions and the private sector? Clearly, 
the most basic function of many com-
panies is to run effective projects, and 
therefore something could be learned 
from them.

Utilizing concepts and methods from 
the business world is the topic of Anna 
Kotsalo-Mustonen’s article in which 
she shares her learning experiences and 
knowledge on sustainable development 
around the Baltic Sea. The concept of 
virtual ownership could very easily be 
adopted to other natural commons for 
example so that the stakeholders can 
find new ways to cooperate in planning 
the future for the Arctic Sea. 

Will we see more “catalyst-actors” 
who can combine NGO, public and en-
terprise resources in the future? Could 
be. It is not mere optimism to think 
that there already are those who fore-
see the new structural innovations to 
promote sustainable development. I 
hope that we educators keep an eye out 
for new kinds of networks and new 
ideas for projects since we have a lot to 
offer: knowledge of how to motivate 
people, how to understand individual 
and group learning processes, and 
which pedagogical principles we could 
and should use. I believe we still have 
many new win-win-win projects, part-
nerships and networks ahead of us. 
Perhaps in the future success means let-
ting go of old habits and even letting 
go of old ways of doing business. A 
shift away from either/or, winner/loser 
thinking must occur before we find the 
full promise of both/and, win/win 
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thinking. Making new, hard choices is 
never easy. 

Luckily, making these choices can al-
so be very rewarding. Lindberg (p. 12) 
argues in his article that

the companies and public institu-
tions that make sustainable develop-
ment the guiding principle of their 
personnel training will soon realise 
the great advantages of this ap-
proach. Their staff will feel proud to 
be involved in operations that aim 
to make a responsible contribution 
to the sustainable development of 
the society.
For example, at Kaleva Travel, the 

company where I work, we educated 
ourselves to cut down on paper use and 
to reduce both the amount of unsorted 
waste and the use of energy. With 
WWF Finland’s innovative and simple 
Green Office concept we were able to 
make practical environmental pro-
grammes for all of our 18 offices in 
Finland. Our partnership with WWF 
Finland continues to be beneficial for 
we are expanding the Green Office 
concept also to our offices in the Baltic 
countries and Romania. We have also 
been exploring new ideas for the travel 
sector, including environmental plans 
for the Baltic Sea through the BSAG 
Travel Balance Fund, CO2 emissions 
reduction and the Helsinki Declaration 
which aims at developing the Finnish 
travel industry in a more sustainable 
direction. We are proud of these ef-
forts, but we know these are small 
steps, not solutions. Still, the feedback 
from our personnel implies that they 
are committed to the ideas of education 
for sustainable development, and they 
will strive for sustainable actions also 
at home and in other contexts, thus 
promoting sustainable practices. Our 
latest Great Place to Work survey 
showed a huge increase in the number 
of positive responses to the statement 
‘the ways we influence the society are 
in my opinion good.’ This year, with 90 
per cent of our employees responding 

to the survey, 94 per cent agreed with 
the statement. 

All action begins with the first step. 
When promoting education for sustain-
able development, the first step doesn’t 
have to be a ready made plan. Clearly 
it is imperative that we take the time to 
discuss, to vision and to debate meth-
odologies and techniques. But perhaps 
our success also means quick decision 
making about small steps at the same 
time. Data about best practices is avail-
able to us all. As we advance toward 
Earth 3.0 we must realise it is not an 
either/or proposition but has many nu-
ances, open doors and approaches. We 
all have opportunities to act. But we 
must also witness the stark inevitability 
- the clock of responsibility is already 
ticking loudly for us all.
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developing effective  
group work praxis

Bríd Connolly
Adult Learning in Groups
Open University Press (2008)
ISBN: 978-0-335-22860-7
192 pp.

‘If you are looking to this book for tech-
niques to keep people quiet while you 
teach, or to encourage them to accept 
your authority without question, then 
this is probably not the book for you.’

So declares Bríd Connolly within the 
introduction to her book, yet through-
out this book the author eloquently 
demonstrates why this text should be re-
quired reading for all Adult Educators 
and Practitioners (and especially those 
who do not want to be challenged). 
Throughout the book the author’s en-
thusiasm and experience bubbles across 
the page, drawing the reader into the 
text and carrying them on a journey. 
Connolly begins her journey by painting 
the landscape, detailing the historical 
context, theory and competing ideas 
that underpin group work, learning the-
ories as well as lifelong learning. Con-
nolly engages with her reader, encourag-
ing reflection of the key points of the 
chapter, and hence grounding the theory 
within the reader’s own experience.

The accessible early chapters of con-
textualisation move on to the field of 
practice, and while you could just dip 
into a chapter to get ideas for dealing 
with particular issues or developing a 
session, you would miss much by not 
reading the book as a whole.

The first part of the book looks at 
group work, initially in isolation ex-
ploring psychodynamic and person-
centred approaches; Connolly then 
looks at issues surrounding learning as 
adults before drawing these issues to-
gether in chapters on ‘Critical Educa-
tion’, ‘Characteristics of Learning 
Groups’ and the ‘Development of 
Learning groups’. Different readers are 
going to draw on different aspects of 

these chapters, depending upon their 
own perspectives. The chapter covering 
‘Critical Education’ draws on ideas de-
veloped by Freire. Connolly highlights 
this chapter and the ideas as central to 
adult learning and this holds the key to 
her approach. 

The reader is led through Tuckman’s 
classical stages of group development – 
this is useful, whether it is your first 
visit to these ideas or a return journey. 
The extra value to Connolly’s presenta-
tion of group development issues are 
her reflections around power and their 
impact on group development. These 
developments provide a valuable in-
sight to group dynamics and are clearly 
applicable beyond the classroom.

The latter half of the book moves 
from the more theoretical aspects to a 
practical approach. The chapter cover-
ing ‘Facilitation Qualities’ starts by 
looking at Heron’s Styles of Facilitation 
and those who have not come across 
the ideas before will find they provide 
an interesting framework to reflect on 
one´s own approach to managing and 
facilitating learning in any classroom. 
However, what is particularly useful 
and valuable about this chapter is how 
it links to the roles that exist in groups 
and how we can encourage the devel-
opment of effective group behaviour – 
this is pertinent for any aspect of post-
compulsory education, and Connolly 
draws the themes together in a highly 
effective manner.

‘Innovative Curriculum Develop-
ment’ explores the design of adult 
learning experiences. It explores the 
ideas behind programme design, and 
while arguably more reference could be 
made to models of curriculum develop-
ment and approaches of evaluation, the 
author draws her selected matter to-
gether to provide a coherent whole to 
the practitioner looking to develop pro-
grammes of learning. This extends to 
the development of a sample pro-

gramme of learning, complete with 
practical tips.

The final chapter, ‘Critical Practice’ 
provides a series of activities and exer-
cises for use in group learning. The ac-
tivities taken on their own will provide 
adult learning facilitators with useful 
additional tools. However, the value of 
these activities is amplified when viewed 
in the context provided by Connolly.

In conclusion, this is an accessible 
introduction to group work for the 
Adult Community Learning Sector. The 
engagement and reflection developed 
within the handbook, coupled with the 
extensive experience that the author 
conveys, provides more than a refer-
ence, it provides a dialogue to encour-
age development of practice.
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