
THEME ARTICLE

Roel van Raaij introduced his presentation by drawing
parallels between a group of people making music together
and partnerships for education for sustainable development.
With each individual choosing and singing a different note,
it’s a noise; with each singer working to sing cooperatively
with his or her neighbours, a disparate group can achieve
harmony. He then proceeded:

Competences
The most important competences to work in a national
strategy between different levels of government and
other actors are to:

• use your imagination and creativity
• express yourselves clearly
• also LISTEN carefully 
• adjust your voice and tone, react, adapt
• find the best solution
• be in harmony.

Aren’t these also the competences needed when you have to
balance aspects of sustainable development and when you
have to work with different partners with different
backgrounds, references and preferences? One of the most
important characteristics of our programme is
interdepartmental cooperation and responsibility and a
structure that enhances cooperation between national,
regional and local actors.

An innovative programme
Coming from a long tradition and history of environmental
education (EE), Learning for Sustainability (LfS), 2000-
2004 has been, in the Dutch situation, a rather innovative
programme. The programme’s key characteristics include:
conceptual development, a national structure and co-
operation, activities across a range of learning settings,
support for products and processes, and both private and
public participation, including government at national,
regional and local level and NGOs.

Conceptual development
The programme has been involved in making several
conceptual changes:

• from ‘nature’ or ‘the environment’ as the central
concept towards ‘sustainable development’

• from ‘education’, which is sometimes perceived
narrowly, to ‘learning processes’

• from top-down national planning towards
decentralisation and bottom up programming

• from traditional environmental education to
increasingly including partners from other
‘educations’ such as development education to
cover all aspects of education for sustainable
development.

Sustainable development is by definition an integrative
perspective, so educators from different fields also have to
mingle.

Structure and organisation
A brief history
A long tradition in the Netherlands of Nature Education
and Environmental Education, especially by NGOs.

• 1988 First departmental policy on EE (national).
• 1990-1995 EE in formal education (curriculum,

teacher training, methods).
• 1996-1999 EE ‘Extra Impulse’, working within

informal education for other target groups such as
churches, youth organisations, farmers, and citizen
organisations.

• 2000-2003 Learning for Sustainability (LfS)
programme (formal, informal, non-formal, and
social learning)

• 2004-2010 The new programme – Learning for
Sustainable Development.

The LfS programme is run as an interdepartmental and
intermanagerial initiative engaging as many stakeholders as
possible. There is what can be considered HORIZONTAL
cooperation between the Ministries of Agriculture, Nature
Management and Fisheries; Housing, Spatial Planning and
Environment; Education, Culture and Science; and Foreign
Affairs and Development Cooperation and VERTICAL
cooperation engaging the provinces/regional governments
(12), local government (500) represented by the Local
Authority Council, and the Waterboards (35) represented by
the Union of Waterboards. The latter are important
governmental organisations because Holland is partly below
sea level.

Many other stakeholders such as NGOs, universities,
schools and civil society organisations take responsibility for
specific projects. However, the programme is still missing
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important partners such as the Ministries of Economic
Affairs and Health & Welfare and is hoping for more
participation from the business sector.

All tiers of government, from ministries to local
authorities, are represented on the national steering
committee. The committee conducts the programme on
behalf of the National Government and is responsible for
programme definition, planning, evaluation and financing.
The day-to-day business is taken care of by the Secretary
and two programme managers one of which is NCDO, one
of the Netherlands’ largest development education
organisations, which provides a new network, alongside the
more traditional EE partners. About 5 million Euro is
available annually for the programme, with a national action
programme (around 20 % of the budget) and 12
decentralised programmes run by the provinces (70 % of
budget). Programme- and knowledgemanagement requires
the last 10 % of the budget.

5 key ‘process’ targets for LfS, 2000-2004
• Implementation of LEARNING in sustainable

development policies.

• Involvement in/engagement with CIVIL SOCIETY.

• Further implementation of ESD in FORMAL
EDUCATION

• Professionalism within EE organisations, in
particular moving towards ESD.

• Knowledge management and communication.

From education to learning
As the goal develops from EE to ESD, the programme
considers different types of learning:

1) Learning as a pedagogical challenge: ecological
(global) basic education, intrinsic motivation, with
citizenship also included, ‘what everyone should know
about’. This includes attitudes and skills as well as
knowledge.

2) Learning as a policy tool: learning for life, the focus
here is mainly on policies on, for example the
environment and nature management. It is often used to
influence behaviour, and therefore perhaps a better word
is information or communication.

3) ‘Social learning’: learning as a vehicle for promoting
public debate, participation, public education and
awareness raising e.g. through Local Agenda 21 etc

4) Knowledge management: evaluating, analysing and
communicating good practice from projects supported
by LfS, learning by doing.

The Dutch approach is to consider learning as a ‘social
instrument’ for sustainable development, alongside others
such as legal, economic and financial instruments.

Reflection: successes and areas for
improvement
There have so far been about 300 projects throughout the
country as well as 50 at national level, and there are more to
come. More and more stakeholders from different
(educational) fields are becoming involved and working
together. As education changes towards more of a ‘learning
process’, it is becoming a more respected instrument with a
stronger position in the development and implementation of
national policies. Social instruments – through active
citizenship and civil participation – have become more and
more a part of policy making, as the ‘top-down’ system of
directing policy and implementation has reached its outer
limits.

However, ‘more’ does not necessarily mean ‘better’, nor
that the strategy is being implemented. There is an ongoing
process of development within the programme. For example,
LfS wants to support projects that cover all six dimensions
of sustainable development instead of just ‘triple P’: i.e.
people, planet, profit, global issues, future orientation, next
generation, and democracy, participation and citizenship
(perhaps in reverse order).

The programme would like to involve all relevant
stakeholders in this learning process; social learning has
become more and more important, the change from
environmental education to education for sustainable
development continues and the challenge of integrating the
global into local involvement and the needs and involvement
of future generations remains.

Successes
• ‘lets 1000 flowers grow’, support and space for

many different initiatives

• bottom up programming and delegating
responsibility creates a lot of energy

• learning by doing and doing by learning is a good
strategy because sustainable development is often
considered to be rather theoretical

• cooperation between lots of stakeholders is difficult,
but rewarding in the long term.

Areas for improvement
• ‘lets 1000 flowers grow’: more isn’t better, there is

a need now for focus

• discussion within the education field: is it
emancipatory or instrumental?

• decentralised vs central management – there has to
be a balance in the regime

• the danger of perpetuating ‘Golden Chains’-
teachers asking for and being supplied with the
same products over and over again (lessons,
excursions/field trips, ‘green’ courses). So where is
the need for change or partnerships for new ESD
projects or learning resources?
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Relationship between learning and
sustainable development
What kind of policy can be achieved?
In Figure 1 you see two Axes: ‘facts and figures’ and
‘values’. Only if there is agreement on both aspects, can
your policy use ‘regulation’ as the most favourable tool. If
you do not agree on facts, you have to negotiate. If you don’t
agree on values, you have to do some pacification. But if
you don’t agree on both, as in sustainable development is
often the case, the only sensible instrumentation is
‘LEARNING’.

Sustainable development is not a fixed goal, but an ever
changing concept and horizon, a mechanism for
balancing different values, priorities, opinions.
Thus:

• all kinds of stakeholders are important
• civil society is where the action is
• learning is important
• interdepartmental and public/private involvement is

essential
• social learning is in the end one of the only realistic

instruments.

We are more and more aware of the fact that specialised,
divided and monodisciplinary ways of policy thinking are a
blockage to a more integrated point of view, that top-down
systems have their limits and interactive policymaking is
increasingly important (no matter how difficult it is), and
that this requires well-informed, competent stakeholders.
However, we see in practice the dominance of the traditional
judicial, financial, and technical policy instruments – laws,
regulations, taxes, subsidies, local planning systems. Social
instruments – information and communication leading to
LEARNING are often at the end of the row!!

Differences between UK and the Netherlands
ESD programmes
• The role of the curriculum is more important in UK, in

the NL freedom of education is central: schools can
make their own choices.

• The position of NGOs: in the Netherlands they are
leading, providing a sound network of support for
schools and learning processes in general, mostly
funded by the government.

• Commitment across the Dutch national government and
the established management structure demonstrated by
the interdepartmental and intermanagerial characteristics
of the programme.

• A focus on SMART targets in the UK draft National
Strategy, versus process targets in the Netherlands.

• More emphasis on the importance of social learning in
the Netherlands; a different balance between formal and
informal education.

• A UK consensus on the seven key concepts of ESD, we
envy you for that!

• A mixture of funding and cooperation; in the
Netherlands there is dedicated funding of 5 million Euro
a year for the programme and firm co-funding in
projects.

International context
The proposed Decade for ESD is a nice idea, but will be
mainly useful for agenda setting. The focus must be on
HOW you work on that subject, not WHAT it is. In the last
few months we have worked with several colleagues from
abroad and each country has its own difficulties:

a) For colleague Katalin Czippan from Hungary the first
priority for sustainable development was good
governance.

b) For colleague Mutalya Brick from Uganda, the first
priority involves meeting the primary needs from the
pyramid of Maslow (food, shelter, and literacy).

c) And what would our colleague Mohammedy Saiid from
Iraq think of sustainable development at this moment?.

What we can do is learn from and encourage each other; for
a Decade for ESD to be more than an abstract idea it has to
be translated into concrete action.

In May 2003 the European Ministers of the Environment
will meet in Kiev. They are supposed to sign up for a
European Strategy for ESD, on behalf of themselves and the
Ministers of Education. I think that’s difficult enough, but
will make a plea for this, for it can give us the opportunity
the work together on a regional level, for example in Western
Europe. The UK National Strategy, a process like Baltic 21
in the Scandinavian countries, and the Dutch programme LfS
have a lot in common! Let’s learn from each other.

Future plans in the Netherlands
The new strategy will be called: ‘Learning for Sustainable
Development 2004-2010: From sidelines to mainstream’. It
will be a part of our national strategy for sustainable
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development so we have a strong umbrella. We have much
the same intentions as the UK national strategy, but we
arrange our efforts in another way. 

The new programme will group activities around the
themes of:

• Learning individuals, with a focus on the school
system

• Learning organisations, with a focus on decision
making in government

• Learning society, with a focus on social learning
• Continuation of knowledge management and

communication.

As I read the draft UK National Strategy on ESD, I was very
impressed. It is all there. It has one dangerous problem and
that is the lack of specific money and lack of supporting
overall structure. Not much is required, but nothing happens
on its own, and learning processes are not the number one
consideration as they should be. So I would recommend
some funding to enhance the process and build capacity.

To conclude, managing a national strategy for
implementing ESD is like conducting a symphony orchestra.

What makes a good concert?
• First you need a creative composition and a good

score. And this you have in your UK ESD strategy. 
•  Then the challenges are just starting because what

makes a good concert is a complete orchestra,
skillful musicians, 

• rhythm, harmony, melody, cooperation and
coordination, lots of practice, good acoustics, a
good ambience, .... 

• And finally you need a good conductor who is not
the boss, but a guide, so the government should
play a facilitating role.

• But also a last ingredient is needed – a bit of
magic. And I don’t know where you can buy this,
but I’m sure we must try to find it.

Dr Roel van Raaij is secretary of the steering
committee of the Dutch National Programme, ‘Learning
for Sustainability’, and is Staff Officer, Strategy and
Information, at the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature
Management and Fisheries, The Netherlands
(www.lerenvoorduurzamheid.info – in Dutch only).
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This practical text provides an authoritative guide to
human rights for teachers, students and researchers. 

Chapters cover the following key themes:

Genocide
Torture
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Slavery
The right to development
Freedom of expression and censorship
Freedom of religion and belief
Children’s rights
Women’s rights
The rights of indigenous peoples
Human Rights education

Each chapter sets out the international legal standards
in a selection of key documents and the relevant
Human Rights organisations. The Handbook does not
claim to be exhaustive, so each chapter concludes
with an up to date selection of additional resources
for further reading and research.

The Handbook will be an invaluable tool to all those
working in or interested in Human Rights.
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of the Centre for Research in Human Rights at
University of Surrey Roehampton.
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