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The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD),
held in Johannesburg in August/September 2002 and
organised by the United Nations (UN), generated quite a lot
of media coverage and some would say a lot of hot air, but
how can it be used by teachers?

The main hopes for WSSD were that the fine words about
sustainable development and community consultation, which
emerged from the Earth Summit of 1992, would be turned
into action, with clear targets and proper financing. Some
important agreements and targets were reached, such as
halving by 2015 the proportion of people who do not have
access to basic sanitation, and restoring the world’s depleted
fish stocks by the same year. However, on other important
areas, such as whether trade rules should continue to take
precedence over environmental legislation or making
commodity prices benefit producers, no agreements were
reached. Nor were targets agreed in important areas like
increasing global commitments to renewable energy.

Some have come to doubt the feasibility of holding such
global diplomatic jamborees. Can one Summit every ten
years really be expected to solve all the worlds’ problems?
What the media seem to have largely ignored was the fact
that apart from the top level meetings involving Ministers
and high ranking officials, there were ongoing meetings
between thousands of representatives of NGOs and members
of civil society. These are the people who have been getting
to grips with issues of sustainable development on the
ground. As Freda Eyden, a Primary School Teacher from
Trafford who went out to the Summit (as winner of WWF’s
ESD essay writing competition) observed: ‘All of these
people had the chance to share ideas and information, make
new contacts and return home, revitalised and prepared to
continue to make a difference.’ 

The programme of study for Citizenship includes learning
about: ‘The world as a global community, including the
political, economic, environmental and social implications of
this, and the role of the EU, Commonwealth and UN’ (KS3)
and ‘wider issues and challenges of global interdependence
and responsibility, including sustainable development and
Local Agenda 21’ (KS4). The values of sustainable
development are core values for Citizenship and PSHE.
WWSD and the issues discussed there are therefore
extremely relevant to PSHE and Citizenship. Below are some
suggestions about how teachers can introduce them into their
curriculum.

• Run your own Earth Summit: activity ideas devised
by Manchester Development Education Project are
available at www.wwflearning.co.uk/activities
(Secondary). Link up with a local Development
Education Centre, development charity or members of
your school community with development experience to
enhance the simulation.

• Find out what your local Council is doing to promote
sustainable development and how this links to global
issues and action: Your school can get involved in real
debates about quality of life issues in your area through
Local Agenda 21, the Community Plan, the Unitary
Development Plan. The Council will also have officers
willing to help with energy efficiency, developing a
school travel plan, involving young people in improving
recreation facilities. All these can lead to projects which
involve team work, community links, political literacy
etc. Make explicit links between local action and the
global issues they impact on; find out how your Local
Agenda 21 fits with international agreements made at
the UN summits; find out what is happening to promote
sustainable development in other communities
throughout the world. 

• Get involved in a global footprints project: this looks
at the impact of your school in a wide range of areas
and can lead to action plans for change. You could link
up and compare results with other schools in your area
or other parts of the world. www.globalfootprints.org

• Invite young people involved in sustainability to work
with your pupils: There may be a youth forum in your
area or an FE college or university with students
engaged in sustainability issues. People and Planet, a
student network campaigning to end world poverty,
defend human rights and protect the environment, has
groups in universities, colleges and 6th forms
(www.peopleandplanet.org). Peace Child International
have developed a free programme for schools; young
interns from a range of countries will run drama
workshops on sustainable development themes, speak at
assemblies etc. (contact@peacechild.org 01763-274-
459). 

• Try and assess whether learning has an impact on
values and attitudes: this is a key feature of the
Learning for Sustainable Cities project I am
coordinating and fits in with the PSHE and Citizenship
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agenda. This ongoing project also has a range of
activities, teaching methodology, case studies and
partners in several countries around the world
(www.dep.org.uk/cities). 

I will conclude with comments on the WSSD made by Freda
Eyden:

The press reports of the Summit made out that the
politicians had fallen far short of the mark. In many
respects they did do so. However, in my opinion, just
because politicians did not achieve all that they could,
this does not mean that all the rest of us should stop
trying to make a difference. I learned that the ‘issues’
being discussed at the Summit are, in fact, the very real
problems facing millions of our fellow human beings
every day. For their sake, we must continue to try to do
our bit locally to make a big difference globally.

Useful websites:
www.nc.uk.net/esd – QCA website on Education for
Sustainable Development, including definitions of
sustainable development, how it fits into the curriculum, and
case studies of good practice

wwflearning.co.uk – Activities, debates etc. on ESD

www.wssd-education.org.uk – Links and issues related to the
summit and education

www.dep.org.uk/globalexpress – Rapid response
subscription series on world events in the news. October
2002 edition looks at summit achievements and focuses on
the key issue of water

www.earthyouth.net – Network of young people taking
action for a more sustainable planet

www.peacechild.org – Youth action website that includes ‘Be
the Change’ youth led sustainable development action
programmes

www.tidec.org/projects%20folder/sus%20dev/rio.html –
Birmingham DEC work with schools around WSSD issues

www.earthsummit2002.org – up to date information on
sustainable development issues and outcomes of the summit

www.un.org/esa/sustdev – UN Commission on Sustainable
Development site including ‘A-Z of sustainable development
issues’

Useful resources:
Rescue Mission: Planet Earth (2002) Peace Child
International – Review by children of progress towards
sustainable development since the Rio 1992 Earth Summit    

Sustainable Human Development: A Young People’s
Introduction (2003) Peace Child International – Based on the
UN Human Development Reports 1990-2000

(Both these two books are essential items for school
libraries/PSHE & Citizenship departments)

Making It Happen: Agenda 21 and Schools, Gillian Symons,
(1998) WWF – How schools can get involved in local
activities around Agenda 21 and quality of life 

Big Bad World: Cartoon Molotovs in the face of Corporate
Rule, Paul Fitzgerald’, (2002) New Internationalist
(www.newint.org) Powerful cartoons on global issues; often
a good way into controversial topics.

Clive Belgeonne is Coordinator of the Learning for
Sustainable Cities project at the Development Education
Project in Manchester

This is adapted from an article which was first published
in PSHE & Citizenship Update, March 2003, copyright
Optimus Publishing Ltd, a division of Electric Word plc.
For details of PSHE & Citizenship Update contact 020
7251 6579; www.optimuspub.co.uk 
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Credit: Paul Fitzgerald’ (2002), Big Bad World: Cartoon Molotovs in the face
of Corporate Rule, New Internationalist (www.newint.org)


