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The last act of the Sustainable Development Education
Panel, which I had the honour of chairing, was to present
Ministers with a long-term strategy for education for
sustainable development in England, a strategy setting out
clear aims and providing a framework for action for the
United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development, which will run from 2005 to 2015. In this
edition a wide range of contributors reflect on the World
Summit and its lessons for education and look forward to the
United Nations Decade. It is heartening that their sense of
the strategy that must be pursued and the agenda coincide so
closely with the SDEP strategy.

There is the shared belief, for starters, that we have
moved decisively into a new phase. Peter Martin, for
example, refers to the fact that ‘we are beginning to see
remedial action being addressed and resourced as part of the
mainstream’. John Fien from Australia tells us that ‘the need
now is to scale up those isolated initiatives’. In moving
forward, however, in John Francis’ words, ‘the common
strand ... is the call for an integrated approach’ involving all
of the relevant government departments and programmes.

Those are two of the key themes of the SDEP strategy.
There is no doubt that there is a tide running. In English
schools sustainable development is now embedded in the
national curriculum. OFSTED has just completed its first
systematic survey of what is happening and the
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority and the Teacher
Training Agency are making available examples of good
practice. The Learning and Skills Development Agency and
the Sector Skills Development Agency are holding seminars,
producing guidelines and examples of good practice. Major
professions are coming together in the Sustainable Alliance.
The trade unions are beginning to play a significant role
through the Union Learning Fund and Union Learning
Representatives.

Clive Belgeonne, reflecting on his experiences of the
World Summit, refers to the many meetings not involving
politicians, their rhetoric, their deals and negotiations, but
the 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.’
Catherine Budgett-Meakin takes up the theme. The changes

Contents 

Changing the World – Learning for Sustainable
Development
Guest editorial 1
Sir Geoffrey Holland
Theme articles
Towards the UN decade: Looking backwards, 3
looking forwards
John Fien
Sustainability as a moral precept: the UNESCO 7
approach
John M Francis
From here to eternity 10
Peter Martin
Implementing the Dutch National Programme on 13
Learning for Sustainable Development
Dr Roel van Raaij
The importance of being good neighbours: 17
Islamic perspectives on Education for Sustainability 
at a time of war and conflict
Muhammad Imran
Can education for sustainability transform the world 20
of business?
Glen Strachan
Getting it right
School exchanges between Norway and the South: 23
evaluating experiences 
Bjarne Garden

Initial training of community, play and youth workers 25
and sustainable development education 
Sangeeta Soni
'Sam gets a letter': forum theatre for climate change 27
awareness and action 
Gisela Renolds
'Just Business' – from the margins to mainstream 28
Stephen Fairbrass
In my view
Summit of despair or hope? Personal reflections on 30
the World Summit on Sustainable Development 2002
Catherine Budgett-Meakin
Sussed or bust? 33
Clive Belgeonne
Current debates
Global learning – a pedagogical challenge for 35
Austrian NGOs
Helmuth Hartmeyer
Education for sustainable development in Germany 36
Annette Scheunpflug

Reviews
'Not Aliens, Primary school children and the 39
Citizenship/PSHE curriculum' by Hilary Claire 
Angela Grunsell

'Our Common Illiteracy: education as if the earth 39 
and people mattered' by Rolf Jucker
William Scott

Editorial

Sir Geoffrey Holland



must come from below, she says, ‘so the challenge is with us
... to build up a head of steam from below so that politicians
and policy-makers have to take notice’.

The SDEP strategy agrees. Nevertheless, the strategy says
that Government’s role is of critical importance, even if it is
limited. It is not to direct. It is not to fill gaps. It is, however,
to facilitate, to enable and to support. It is also to establish
clear priorities for those bodies it funds and to follow up any
remit they give to monitor and evaluate outcomes. That said,
the key focus for action must be at local and community
levels. That is where hearts and minds will be won or lost
and where individuals can be motivated to take personal
action.

There is, of course, a dilemma here and one clearly
expressed by Glenn Strachan. He writes: ‘To present
sustainable development as having positive benefits within
the existing economic paradigm is the best way to engage
the interest of the business world in taking sustainable
development seriously and yet a transformative education for
sustainability is designed to challenge and change the values
that support the existing paradigm.’ Peter Martin echoes this
with a call for a ‘meaning revolution’ without which he fears
the advances that have been made will remain a good start
and no more.

Yet need we be quite so anxious about this dilemma?
Muhammad Imran is emphatic in his belief that ‘a society
with a disposition to change will change and so development
education focuses on highlighting that the potential for
change is there for us all to activate’. The SDEP in its turn is
optimistic about its belief that the public at large has a clear
disposition to change. Events, large and small, have
increased awareness of the issues. They range from floods,
petrol blockades and transport disruption to recycling,
fairtrade and noise and chemical pollution. What is needed
to mobilise and motivate is a clear, consistent message in
plain language (a challenge for all of us), coupled with
involvement in local action. 

The SDEP is not starry-eyed in its proposed strategy. It
recognises full well the barriers to progress that have to be
overcome and the time it takes to overcome them. There is
still a lack of positive vision. There is fatalism and feelings
of helplessness arising from the difficulty of convincing
individuals and organisations that what they can do will
make a difference. Then there is the inevitable tendency for
the short term to drive out the long term and the
compartmentalisation of sustainable development as an
optional extra or special unit rather than integrated in the
mainstream. Last but not least, there is lack of capacity,
particularly trained and knowledgeable capacity, to carry out
the task or support the front line.

Nevertheless, the SDEP strategy stresses that there is now,
in England at least, a convergence of major opportunities
which, if seized and integrated (especially locally), could
result in the United Nations Decade being a time of real
advance capable of resulting in major and permanent
changes to mindset, values and actions. 

What are these major opportunities in England? Merely to
list them does them scant justice. Even so, their combined
significance will be apparent. In English schools there will
be major changes at the Foundation stage, new examinations
at GCSE level for science and geography, the integration of
Citizenship into the Secondary Curriculum. 

The proposed new curriculum for 14 to 19 year olds, due
to appear later this year, will be of far reaching significance
linking, as it should, formal and informal learning, schools,
colleges and workplace and the academic and vocational.
Meantime, local strategic partnerships, neighbourhood
renewal programmes and Learning and Skills Councils’ area
plans, not to mention new contracts with education and
training providers, offer major openings for making
sustainable development mainstream. Add the new impetus
Sector Skills Councils can give to establishing standards in
business and commerce and making the business case in
terms to which business will respond. The Union Learning
Fund and Union Learning Representatives are mobilising, as
are the professions. The stage is set for scaling up
significantly what up to now may have indeed been separate
initiatives.

Or so SDEP predicts in its strategy. SDEP’s greatest
anxiety is that momentum will be lost in a welter of inter-
departmental discussion and consultation. This would be
tragic. The aim should be clear to all: it is for sustainable
development so to have caught the public’s imagination that
there is an unstoppable drive towards it becoming a reality. It
is for a time when the vast majority of the population will,
without thinking, balance the way they carry out all of the
activities that generate their incomes and improve the quality
of their lives – their work, leisure and daily activities – with
the impact they have on the world’s natural resources and on
the lives of others; a time when people automatically seek to
meet their present needs, without damaging the ability of
future generations to do the same.

Clive Belgeoone quotes Freda Eyden, a primary school
teacher from Trafford, as saying: ‘We must continue to do
our bit locally to make a big difference globally.’ Quite so.
The integrated strategy SDEP has put forward, based on
local and community action, facilitated and supported by
Government, means that, for England at least, the U.N.
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development could be
made into the biggest opportunity this country has ever had
to bring the achievement of these aims very much closer.
Whatever the outcome, however, and wherever we live, we
should celebrate what has been achieved – it is much more
than sometimes we fear. 

Sir Geoffrey Holland was Chair of the Sustainable
Development Education Panel

Learning to Last, the government’s sustainable development education
strategy for England, draft presented to ministers by the Sustainable
Development Education Panel, February 2003, can be downloaded from
www.defra.gov.uk/environment/sustainable/educpanel
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