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We are living in a time of profound change, in an
increasingly interlinked world. The rapid development of
improved systems of communication and transport have
changed our world from a complex and sometimes chaotic
blanket of territories and borders to a hierarchical system of
nodes and channels. The frequency and volume of the
exchange of goods and the mobility of people, money and
ideas have created a situation in which no one can allow him
or herself to live in isolation. Our world is becoming ever
more globalized and knowledge-based. Our society is getting
more complex and heterogeneous, consisting of individuals
characterized by intriguing sets of multiple identities.
Together we are set on an unsustainable course, using so
much of our planet’s natural resources, that the future of
younger generations is jeopardized.

These changes are for both better and worse. The
positives can also be negatives. When international terrorism
can strike from a great distance, good can also be done over
great distance. Together, we can make the choice to
contribute to a better life and a safer world for all now, and
for our grandchildren and their children. When we ourselves
live in an affluent society we cannot ignore poverty, either in
our own society or in poverty-stricken countries. We can no
longer ignore the interlinkages
between globalization, trade,
poverty, development and
environment. That is what
sustainable development is all
about: to understand the
whole, complex reality and to
act in adequate, informed
ways. That is where education
comes in; also to be aware of our individual responsibilities
to contribute, to make responsible choices, to respect other
people, nature and diversity. 

Effects of globalization on universities
Some thought has been given over the last decade to the
question of how to ensure that globalization will benefit all
humankind and help sustain the future. What has become
clear in this process is that the line between the beneficiaries
of globalization and those who are currently on the losing
end is not easily drawn. Of course, ‘big’ business (often
headquartered in industrialized countries) that thrives on the
globalization of trade and labour markets, is readily
identified as occupying the driver’s seat in the globalization

process. At the other end, there are the farmers and labourers
in developing countries who, due to a lack of access to
education, information and technology and to the imbalances
of international markets, are severely limited in their
bargaining power for the prices of their labour and produce.
But, is it all North versus South, industrialized versus
developing countries? Certainly not. What about the
developing country-based NGO that, through the Internet,
has become able to link up with like-minded groups around
the world and, by broadening its basis of information and
building on the experiences of others, is in a much better
position to further its cause than before? On the other hand,
there are people in industrialized countries, sometimes out of
work as rationalization has made their specific skills
obsolete, to whom the global circles of communication and
collaboration are the most remote of realities. 

Without attempting to downplay the differences that
continue to exist between the opportunities of developing
and industrialized countries to participate in the global
economy and information networks, one point becomes clear
when contemplating the complex realities of globalization in
its current form: whether or not one can benefit from
globalization depends on the skills one possesses – skills to

obtain and analyze
information, to make
independent judgements, and
to communicate across social
and cultural boundaries –
rather than just being a
function of location. And this
is, obviously, where education
comes in. 

Education, understood broadly as an ongoing process
including both formal and informal modes of teaching and
learning, plays a crucial role in preparing people for their
future in a highly connected, interlinked, globalized world.
Higher education, in particular, occupies a central position in
shaping the way in which future generations learn to cope
with the complexities of globalization, trade, poverty,
development and environment. Higher education prepares an
important portion of the population for their entry into the
labour market including, in most cases, the teachers that are
responsible for education at primary and secondary levels.
Universities are called on to teach not only the skills
required to advance successfully in a globalized world, but
also to nourish in their students, faculty and staff a positive
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attitude towards environmental issues and cultural diversity;
to help them understand how a richness of both nature and
cultures can contribute to a better life in a safer world for all;
to instill in young people the desire to contribute to their
society and its environment; in short to the sustainability of
their way of life and quality of living. Academic freedom
and university autonomy, after all, do not only create
opportunities and capabilities, but also a moral obligation. It
is only through internationalization, and the
‘internationalism’ that follows, that universities will be able
to meet this challenge. 

A Copernican revolution
Apart from the fact that increasingly global labour markets
require universities to adjust the way in which they approach
education, globalization affects
universities in yet another way. The
frames of reference for the quality
and position of each university have
broadened considerably; it is no
longer just to their neighboring cities
or countries that universities look for
institutions with which to cooperate
or to compare themselves. Rather, the
global network the university belongs
to will become increasingly important. It will contribute
directly to the identity and awareness of the university and
its international position. It is, indeed, possible that
international networks may form the basis of the university
of the future, or at least will help it function properly. In fact,
it will not be long before the stronger universities will
establish new branches abroad. The university will become,
under the influence of this process, bigger, stronger, more
competitive. It will behave increasingly like an international
business, with shrinking distances, larger institutions,
competition, selection and hierarchies. 

In spite of this, I believe, globalization will lead to greater
unity in the long run. This unity will not, however, be the
unity envisaged by Napoleon two centuries ago, with the
same laws and the same straight roads stretching right across
Europe. It might, and should be a unity in diversity, based on
the principle of subsidiarity. This applies, in particular, to
universities. They have a tradition of diversity stretching
back to their origins in China, the Arab World and Europe.
Universities will become increasingly interlinked and bound
to one another, while also identifying themselves as distinct
from each other, each within their own region and country,
their own tradition, with their specific sets of disciplines,
programmes and people. Here again, the key for the
universities will be to have as the guiding principle in their
processes of internationalization, the acceptance and
appreciation of diversity. 

A Copernican revolution is taking place with regard to the
position of universities in their own country and worldwide.
In the interlinked, globalized world, universities can no
longer regard themselves only as a part of a national system,
protected by national laws and regulations. Striving for

excellence in a competitive world in which they must
maintain constructive and supportive relationships with all
their stakeholders, universities must more and more take care
of themselves individually. As a consequence, they must
rethink their modes of governance, their financing, their
internal structures and external relations. They must rely on
the considerable capabilities and creativity of their own
people, not just to teach and do research, but also to run and
develop the university as an organization; as an enterprise; as
a public good, though managed in energetic, entrepreneurial
ways. And they must network, develop relations with all
kinds of institutions and show that they are taking their
social responsibilities seriously.

It is for this reason that the United Nations University
(UNU) with UNESCO and the Polytechnic University of

Catalunya have started the Global
University Network for Innovation
(GUNI). We strongly believe that real
innovation in universities must come
from within, created and supported
by everyone working and learning in
institutions of higher learning, rather
than by top-down regulation, changes
in governance structure or financial

regulations. We also believe that for universities to learn
from each other by working together, it is important that the
global network is based on regional networks, as the
conditions under which universities must work are very
different from country to country, from region to region.
Only strong, responsible and responsive universities can
properly fulfil their crucial role in developing education for
sustainable development, in providing guidance and
leadership in all education with regard to curriculum-
development and teacher training, in introducing and
disseminating state-of-the-art knowledge.

Mobilizing for sustainable development
Since the Earth Summit in 1992, sustainable development
has been high on the political agenda. However, the role of
education was not well articulated and education was not
defined as one of the stakeholder groups. During the World
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in
Johannesburg in 2002, various initiatives were launched to
strengthen the role of education for sustainable development,
including the Global Higher Education for Sustainability
Partnership (GHESP)1 and the Global Virtual University for
sustainable development2. The Japanese and Swedish
governments chose education for sustainable development as
a spearhead for their contributions and at their proposal, the
United Nations has decided to designate 2005 as the Year
and 2005-2014 as the Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development with UNESCO as the lead agency. 

Also at WSSD, eleven of the world’s foremost educational
and scientific organizations, under the leadership of the
UNU Institute for Advanced Studies (UNU/IAS), signed the
Ubuntu Declaration3 which brought together for the first
time, science, technology and education for sustainable
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development. The Declaration strives to ensure that
educators and learners from primary through to the highest
levels of education, taking part in both formal and non-
formal education, are aware of the imperatives of sustainable
development. Through the focused work of this network of
networks it is anticipated that more people worldwide will
come to practice, in their work and life habits, the values and
principles of sustainability. 

The group of signatories of the Ubuntu Declaration are
jointly working towards:

• strengthening the role of educators in the Commission
on Sustainable Development process as one of the major
stakeholders; 

• promoting communication and collaboration among
scientific, technological and educational organizations
by frequent exchange of information and views on their
activities; 

• facilitating the review and revision process of
educational programmes and curricula at all levels of
education for integrating the latest scientific and
technological knowledge for sustainable development
into educational programmes and curricula, and to
develop mechanisms to continuously inform teachers
and update programmes; 

• promoting efforts to attract young people to the teacher
profession; 

• emphasizing the importance of ethical issues in
education for building a sustainable and peaceful global
society in the 21st century; 

• promoting knowledge transfers in innovative ways to
speed up the process of bridging gaps and inequalities in
knowledge; and 

• working towards a new global learning space on
education and sustainability that promotes cooperation
and exchange between education at all levels and among
all sectors of society.

The signatories of the Ubuntu Declaration have worked
closely with UNESCO to promote the United Nations
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD),
and have contributed to the draft framework of the
International Implementation Scheme for DESD. 

Education for Sustainable Development
Education for Sustainable Development means what it says:
it is not just environmental education nor even sustainable
development education, but ‘education for sustainable
development.’ It is not a topic that can be taught in a few
weeks just at a certain age, but should rather be given
attention in all sectors and at all levels in relation to relevant,
already existing subjects in an integrated manner. In this way
‘education for sustainable development’ gives orientation
and meaning to ‘education for all.’ EfA and EfSD are two
sides of the same medal. To develop the curricula and
courseware needed – and regularly update these – and to

inform teacher training and re-training in effective ways the
Ubuntu Declaration Group aims at an inclusive and flexible
process, mobilizing all who have something to contribute in
primary, secondary and tertiary (including higher) education.
Specific attention will be given to online learning and
contributions of the media. The Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation will give guidance with regards to the issues
to focus on in particular, such as: water, energy, health,
agriculture and biodiversity (WEHAB) and of course the
Millennium Development Goals. The Earth Charter, too,
gives important perspectives and concepts to build upon
while constructing curricula and training teachers. The
Global Higher Education for Sustainability Partnership
(GHESP) has been promoting a project on ‘Toolkit for
Reorienting Higher Education Toward Sustainability’ to
provide high quality resources and specific tools to
individuals seeking to reorient higher education toward
sustainable development. This will increasingly provide good
teaching materials to introduce concepts, to sharpen insight
and overall improve knowledge. 

The process of the year and decade must be inclusive and
flexible, the framework challenging and enabling, not
limiting and harnessing. The challenge that might mobilize
many and serve to give focus to their contributions might be:
to create jointly a global learning space for sustainability,
based on regional centres/clusters of excellence.

Regional centres of excellence
Regions are seen here – as in common language – as parts of
countries like Bretagne, Tohoku or Catalunya. The regional
centres/clusters should include institutions of primary,
secondary and tertiary education, research institutions,
(science) museums, non-formal education, zoos/parks, etc. As
it is important to mobilize many, initially, prizes could be
awarded for innovative, joint projects of two or more
institutions from different sectors. The regional centres of
excellence might be identified in a comparable way to the
monuments on the cultural heritage list. This would have the
advantage that local/regional conditions can be fully taken into
account. The decade would in this way have as a visible
output a global network of such regional centres of excellence.
In the process, it would be possible to mobilize many, learn
from their creative ideas, build on diversity and promote
international cooperation in education for sustainable
development. The regional centres together and their mutual
relations would form the global learning space for sustainable
development; the major outcome of the DESD.

Hans van Ginkel is Rector at the United Nations
University (UNU) and President of the International
Association of Universities (IAU). mbox@hq.unu

1 For further information on Global Higher Education for
Sustainability Partnership see www.unesco.org/iau/ghesp

2 For further information on the Global Virtual University see
www.gvu.unu.edu/

3 For the full Ubuntu Declaration and list of signatories see
www.unesco.org/iau/tfsd_unbutu.html


