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The first United Nations Conference on the Human
Environment, Stockholm 1972, took place beneath the
symbol of the earth viewed from space and in empathy with
the evocative slogan – ‘Only One Earth’ – as reflected in the
title of the book by Rene Dubos and Barbara Ward (1972)
published earlier that year. As the 1970s progressed, the
debate initiated by the Club of Rome focused on the almost
legendary ‘limits to growth’ and was actively joined by many
groups around the world, including a very broadly-based
coalition of international NGOs, voluntary conservation
bodies and pressure groups who identified with the starting
premise. This engagement of civil society organisations and
interests was instrumental in prompting and encouraging the
political classes in each country to become more fully
involved in the analysis and policy-making required to
translate principles into practice.

This approach was strongly reflected within the churches
as active participants in civil society, and in particular,
within the programmes of the World Council of Churches
(WCC). At a major WCC conference on ‘Science and
Technology for Human Development’ held in Bucharest in
1974, the first explicit discussion of the concept of
sustainability was set out in the following way:

The goal must be a robust, sustainable society, where
each individual can feel secure that his/her quality of
life will be maintained or improved. We can already
delineate some necessary characteristics of this
enduring society. First, social stability cannot be
obtained without an equitable distribution of what is in
scarce supply or without common opportunity to
participate in social decisions. Second, a robust global
society will not be sustainable unless the need for food
is at any time well below the global capacity to supply
it, and unless the emissions of pollutants are well below
the capacity of the ecosystem to absorb them. Third, the
new social organisation will be sustainable only as long
as the rate of use of non-renewable resources does not
outrun the increase in resources made available through
technological innovation. Finally, a sustainable society
requires a level of human activity which is not adversely
affected by the never ending, large and frequent natural
variation in global climate. (World Council of Churches,
1974)

Setting the stage is one thing but preparing the script and
directing the players is quite another matter. Nearly twenty

years passed before the international community gathered
once again in Rio de Janeiro 1992 for the UN Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED) – the so-called
‘Earth Summit’. This time the agenda was to be orientated
towards the practical tasks of translating the idea of
‘sustainable development’ beyond the abstractions of
academic debate and directly into the lives of people across
the globe, into the many diverse cultures and traditions
which make up the human family. It would be a primary task
of the educators to provide a focus for a vision of
sustainability that linked economic well-being with cultural
traditions and with respect for the Earth and its resources.
Expectations were high but the problem in formal education
is that studies of society, the economy and the environment
are usually maintained within separate disciplines and
provide little guidance on developing practical skills for
sustainable development. Agenda 21, as adopted by the
UNCED, called for a new vision for education as set out in
Chapter 36 – ‘Education, Awareness and Training’:

Education, including formal education, public
awareness and training, should be recognised as a
process by which human beings and societies can reach
their fullest potential. Education is critical for achieving
environmental and ethical awareness, values and
attitudes, skills and behaviour consistent with
sustainable development and for effective public
participation in decision-making. Both formal and
informal education are indispensable to changing
people’s attitudes so that they have the capacity to
assess and address their sustainable development
concerns. (UNESCO, 2002)

This chapter of Agenda 21 was originally directed at
Governments, international agencies, business organisations
and civil society groups in order to ensure that:

• basic education and functional literacy for all is
achieved

• environmental and development education is available to
people of all ages

• environmental and development concepts, including
population growth, are integrated into all educational
programmes with analyses of the causes of major
problems

• school children are involved in local and regional
studies on environmental health, including safe drinking
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water, sanitation, food and the environmental and
economic impacts of resource use

After the Earth Summit, the UN Commission on Sustainable
Development appointed UNESCO to be the Task Manager
for Chapter 36, with the aim of promoting the necessary
educational reforms and co-ordinating a work programme to
actively engage all of the potential stakeholders. The
objectives of this work programme were to:

(1) clarify and communicate the concept and key messages
of education for sustainable development

(2) review national education policies and reorient formal
educational systems

(3) incorporate education into national strategic and action
plans for sustainable development

(4) educate to promote sustainable consumption and
production patterns in all countries

(5) promote investments in education

(6) identify and share innovative practices

(7) raise public awareness

UNESCO as a whole, with the guidance and endorsement of
its General Conference, has attempted to align available
resources and effort according to these objectives. Along
with the cross-cutting themes of poverty eradication and the
fair use of information and communication technologies
(ICTs), sustainable development has proved to be an
important catalyst in several ways. It has helped people to
clarify key ideas, disseminate guiding principles and to share
experiences in the many subsequent meetings and workshops
supported by UNESCO. These have been aimed at
developing demonstration projects, providing sample
curriculum and training materials, such as the multimedia
professional development programme ‘Teaching and
Learning for a Sustainable Future’, and have also highlighted
the work of an international network of schools aspiring to
the principles of peace, human rights, natural justice and
environmental conservation (the UNESCO Associated
Schools Project).

The pathway to sustainable development in every country
is difficult and complex requiring many forms of new
partnership and necessarily involving both central and local
government, academic centres, teachers, NGOs, local
communities and communications media. There are some
very encouraging signs of progress as new policies,
programmes, resources and activities continue to be reported
from almost every country reflecting an active engagement of
educators alongside other stakeholders (UNESCO, 20020).
Some of the main findings can be summarised as follows:

(1) Education for sustainable development is an emerging
dynamic concept providing a vision for education that
seeks to empower people of all ages to assume
responsibility for creating a more sustainable future

(2) Basic education provides the foundation for all future
education and is a contribution to sustainable
development in its own right.

(3) There is a need to refocus many existing educational
policies, programmes and practices so that they build
the concepts, skills, motivation and commitment needed
for sustainable development.

(4) Education is the key to rural transformation and is
essential to ensure the economic, cultural and ecological
viability of rural areas and communities.

(5) Lifelong learning, including adult and community
education, appropriate technical and vocational
education, higher education and teacher education, are
all vital ingredients of capacity building for a more
sustainable future.

Linked to this assessment by UNESCO is the emerging view
that sustainable development may prove to be much more of
a moral precept than a scientific rationale. It follows that the
moral precept is directly related to the requirements of
peace-making, to the recognition of human rights and to
principles of fairness which in future should govern access
to the world’s natural resources. Further to this, advancing
the moral precept of sustainable development requires
everyone to acknowledge the interdependent relationship
between people and the natural environment. No single
social, economic, political or environmental objective should
therefore be pursued to the detriment of others. The
environment cannot be protected to the extent that this would
leave half of humanity in poverty; neither can there be any
long-term development which inevitably would lead to
depletion of the planet for future generations.

According to UNESCO, the moral precept of sustainable
development can be incorporated in four inter-related
principles:

(1) Conservation to ensure that natural systems will
continue to provide sustainable life support for all living
things, including the resources that underpin most
economies.

(2) Peace and Equity to encourage people to live co-
operatively and in harmony with one another and to
have their basic needs satisfied in a fair and equitable
way.

(3) Appropriate Development to ensure that people can
support themselves in a long-term way. Inappropriate
development fails to acknowledge the links between the
economy and other environmental factors.

(4) Democracy to ensure that people have a fair and equal
voice in deciding how natural, social and economic
systems should be managed for sustainability.

Statements and guidelines advocating the reorientation of
education towards the principles of sustainable development
have been issued by regional councils of Ministers of
Education and/or Environment in the European Union,
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APEC, OAS, SADC and the South Pacific and many of
these have been accompanied by strategic and action plans.
The common strand running throughout these plans is the
call for an integrated approach involving all of the relevant
government departments (eg, education, health, environment,
finance, agriculture, industry and consumer affairs, etc) and
urgent collaboration in developing a shared understanding
and commitment to policies, strategies and programmes of
education for sustainable development.

The need for action is, of course, not confined to official
channels and agencies but continues to be most strongly
echoed in the contributions of many other bodies, including
international conservation organisations such as the World
Wide Fund for the Conservation of Nature (WWF) and the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).
UNESCO recognises that the roots of education for
sustainable development are very firmly rooted in such
groups with their networks of local partners and activists,
many of whom are volunteers with a professional
background in education or some other key discipline. The
energy and enthusiasm of these many groups should never
be under-estimated. They span a vast reservoir of expertise
and goodwill that hopefully will continue to be available
despite changing geo-political circumstances. The
effectiveness of education for sustainable development
across many countries is a testament to the commitment of
the many NGOs and voluntary bodies that have supported
the principles of sustainable development against the odds
over so many years. UNESCO therefore looks increasingly
towards a range of new partnerships with these enthusiastic,
well-informed and enthusiastic groups that will be needed
over the years ahead to develop and extend much-needed
programmes of education for sustainable development in
different parts of the world.

Over the past decade, national governments have been
instrumental in setting up advisory councils, local panels and
curriculum development projects to discuss education for
sustainable development and, wherever possible, to fund
local initiatives. For example, in a relatively small country
such as Scotland, with a population of only 5 million people,
it has been possible to refine this approach within a new
Parliamentary system by introducing sustainable
development into almost every area of public policy. This
was reflected in the action plan submitted to the Secretary of
State for Scotland by the Advisory Group on Education for
Sustainable Development in March 1999:

(1) The Parliament and Executive should establish a
leadership programme on sustainable development.

(2) The structures set up by the Parliament and Executive to
promote sustainable development should integrate
education.

(3) The Department of the Executive dealing with education
should be given explicit responsibility for promoting
education for sustainable development within education
and more widely.

(4) The Executive should establish a voluntary partnership
of major public education bodies to promote
complementary action on education for sustainable
development within the education sector.

(5) The Parliament and Executive should promote wide-
ranging debate on the role and purposes of education for
the future, as part of a wider debate on sustainable
development.

(6) The Parliament and Executive should build effective
working links within the UK and internationally to
learn, and share experience, about education for
sustainable development.

(7) The Executive should use its powers and opportunities
of policy direction, formal guidance and setting
conditions of public funding to promote education for
sustainable development.

(8) The Executive should ensure improved access to
information and examples of good practice on education
for sustainable development.

(9) The Executive should initiate a programme of projects
and initiatives to build a body of documented good
practice on education for sustainable development.

(10) The Executive should ensure that education is included
in the development of Local Agenda 21.

(Advisory Group on Education for Sustainable
Development, March 1999)

Such an action plan may seem to represent an idealised state
to some, but there is always going to be a much better
chance of success and increasing political engagement if the
moral precept of sustainable development, as articulated by
UNESCO, is represented to local communities in this way.
Then the policies and practices that evolve within this
framework become more than just a general signal of
commitment because they engage the process of change and
adjustment that is required at every level of participation. In
fact they will become a thoughtful and engaging way of life
which leads forward with a strong sense of purpose in every
community, whether urban or rural, thereby creating a
substantial signpost to a more sustainable future.
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