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Abstract
As one of 12 members of the drafting committee of Agenda 21’s Chapter 36, 
‘Education, Public Awareness and Training’, Charles Hopkins refl ects on 
the process of working on the now-famous document. Although it was 
noncontroversial at the time, Chapter 36 spawned education for sustain-
able development when it was given to UNESCO to administer within the 
UN system. Hopkins chronicles how UNESCO struggled to establish an iden-
tity for ESD, separate from environmental education and the other related 
‘adjectival education’ approaches, to infuse all education through a series of 
reports, assessments, guides and the Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development.
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BEFORE RIO

T he need for the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
(UNCED) was associated with many factors, but it was often thought of as a sequel 

to The World Conference on The Human Environment held in Stockholm in 1972. The 
Stockholm Conference was the fi rst international gathering of governments specifi cally 
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designed to address the international aspects of pollution and environmental degrad-
ation. Up to that point environmental issues were either addressed in their local/
national context or ignored as inherent in the cost of developing the economy. 

For the fi rst time, at the Stockholm conference, nongovernmental organisations 
(NGOs) and other civil society groups such as indigenous peoples, protested and 
demonstrated in the presence of the international media about widespread pollution. 
They told of the human toll of environmental degradation. As a result, the United 
Nations Environment Program (UNEP) was founded and ministries of environment 
were created in most countries. One resolution called for an international program 
on environmental education to be developed jointly by UNESCO and UNEP. This call 
recognised the need for a parallel education, public awareness and training program 
to address environmental issues.

However, all nations were not of one accord on the outcomes of Stockholm. This 
was during the Cold War, the emergence of developing nations (previously colonies 
in most cases), the fi rst worldwide oil crisis, the rise of multinational corporations, 
who seemingly avoided national regulations, and burgeoning population growth. The 
call for tighter environmental regulations by the developed countries rang hollow 
with developing world countries that were facing abject poverty and seeking their 
own rapid industrialisation and development plans. 

Within 10 years of the Stockholm Conference, it was clear that environmental leg-
islation could not be enforced on a global basis. In addition, the private sector reacted 
negatively to the imposition of new environmental standards; many multinationals 
moved operations to the developing world to avoid new environmental and safety 
controls, as well as taxation. A rift emerged between the 20 per cent of the world’s 
population in the developed world and the 80 per cent in the developing world. To 
seek a solution, the United Nations asked Gro Harlem Brundtland, then prime minister 
of Norway, to form a commission of experts representing the various UN regions to 
suggest how to address simultaneously the quest for both development and envir-
onmental protection. 

THE BRUNDTLAND REPORT

After two years of consultation, Prime Minister Brundtland and the 16 members of 
her commission submitted their report, Our Common Future, wherein they sug-
gested a concept to unite the need for economic development and environmental 
protection into one issue. They called for much-needed economic development, but 
only for development that would be sustainable over time so that future generations 
would not be compromised. This new dual-purposed paradigm was referred to as 
‘sustainable development’. It was not perfect but the framework seemed agreeable 
to 200 or so world leaders. The United Nations accepted the proposal and called for 
a global implementation plan to be negotiated over the next fi ve years and to be 
agreed upon at a major gathering of world leaders. 

The government of Brazil offered to host the meeting in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro. The 
Conference was named The United Nations Conference on Environment and Devel-
opment (UNCED) and the negotiations regarding what needed to be addressed, what 
actions could be accepted, and how could it be implemented began. 
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The agreed-upon implementation plan was called Agenda 21, that is, the action 
plan for the 21st Century. In addition, separate conventions on biodiversity, climate 
change, forestry and desertifi cation with binding regulations were attempted. 
A declaration of principles of sustainable development from governments and a 
‘peoples’ declaration, called the Earth Charter, were also undertaken.

FOUR YEARS OF PREP COMS

During the next four years (1988–1991), negotiations were undertaken at annual 
month-long offi cial meetings called Preparatory Committees (Prep Coms) attended 
by representatives of most nations, at regional meetings, and even through bilateral 
negotiations. Drafts of proposed texts were prepared. Four distinct sections were 
established for Agenda 21: Economic and Social Issues; Environmental Issues; a sec-
tion on the major groups such as women, youth, indigenous peoples, etc., that needed 
to be specifi cally engaged; and a section on the means to implement Agenda 21. The 
four sections covered 40 issues, which became the 40 Chapters of Agenda 21.

Chapter 36 in the fourth section on implementation was entitled Education, Pub-
lic Awareness and Training. However, it should be noted that the 39 other chapters 
and the three conventions that were negotiated, all refer to the need for education, 
public awareness and training programs to move forward. As such, what later came 
to be referred to as ESD—education for sustainable development—was embedded 
throughout the Rio process and accepted unanimously. Other than refusing to accept 
teachers as a major group under the third section, there was little debate (It was 
rumoured that some countries refused to accept teachers because women already 
had special status as a major group).

I was asked to sit on the drafting committee for Chapter 36 on Education, Public 
Awareness and Training. There were 12 members, two from UNESCO, two from 
UNEP, three from higher education, one from K-12 and three from international 
NGOs (ICSU, OECD and IUCN). Six were from the developed countries and six 
were from less developed or emerging economies. Our chair was Andre Vavilov, the 
former ambassador from the Soviet Union to India, loaned to the UNCED secretariat. 
Two of our committee were presidents of world-renowned universities. I had been a 
school superintendent and was there to represent K-12 education. Our mandate was 
approved by the UNCED’s fi rst Preparatory Committee (Prep Com) on August 31, 
1990: ‘to coordinate and consult with UNESCO and other relevant organisations in 
order to develop proposals on environmental education and public awareness for 
consideration by the Preparatory Committee’. Once the discussion began the com-
mittee soon changed the scope and objective of this mandate.

CHAPTER 36 DISCUSSIONS

Our discussions were fascinating. None of us had the overall picture, but together we 
pieced together and envisioned many of the needs. Major concerns were the need 
to provide schooling to more than 120 million youth who were without schools; the 
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diffi culty of instilling sustainable development into education systems that focused 
on educating students to enter the traditional system of economic development; the 
need to overcome the ineffectiveness of the many ‘adjectival educations’; and the 
need to move beyond formal education to build public understanding of the concept 
of sustainable development, political support and training capacity. Plus we had to 
do this in a politically acceptable manner that did not offend anyone. Let me expand 
briefl y each of these issues.

As we discussed the role of education in development we recognised the need 
for environmental education but also quickly recognised its inadequacy to address 
the scope and severity of the problem of moving from a model of development to 
one of sustainable development. The UN Education for All (EFA) program was being 
formed to bring basic education to the millions for whom there were no schools. We 
saw this as a priority of the highest magnitude. For someone such as myself, who came 
from a wealthy and well-educated nation, to comprehend that children numbering 
more than the combined population of schoolchildren in Europe and North America 
were without access to even rudimentary schooling (Grades 1–6) was shocking and 
clearly a sustainable development issue. How could there be sustainable development 
in places where there was no development at all? In addition, many schools were so 
underfunded, and their programs so irrelevant and inaccessible, that the average level 
of education in the developing world was less than grade four. We saw ourselves 
in solidarity with the UN Jontiem Declaration on Education for All that was signed 
during the Prep Com phase. This recognition of the right of access to formal educa-
tion was and remains a unique and often-overlooked priority of ESD. Today dialogue 
has moved beyond access and retention to a discussion on what constitutes a ‘quality’ 
education that will prepare youth globally for the world they will inherit.

Our second concern was the inappropriateness of the existing ‘quality’ educa-
tion systems in the developed world and in elite schools in the developing world. We 
called for the reorienting of the purpose of education from promoting development 
to promoting sustainable development. However, that language was too strong. We 
needed to be subtle to keep all countries on board and many of the developed coun-
tries were not ready to accept criticism. We prepared several drafts of Chapter 36 
over the four years of meetings. In the end, our message to call the entire Chapter 
36, Education, Public Awareness and Training was a deliberate but subtle attempt 
to address the need to reorient the entire education system from development to 
sustainable development. The Chapter was not called Environmental Education, 
Public Awareness and Training or Development Education, Public Awareness and 
Training or Economic Education...or even Sustainability Education, Public Aware-
ness and Training…but rather just ‘Education’ in its entirety. 

As a group we recognised the limitations of what committee member John Smyth, 
who represented both NGO and Higher Education sectors, labelled adjectival edu-
cations. These are the societal issues-based add-ons to the formal education system. 
Whenever there is a need to add a descriptor such as peace, forestry, marine, racism 
or HIV-Aids to the word ‘education’ it is perceived by formal education as an elective. 
We learned that from the emergence of environmental education (EE). In spite of 
the Tbilisi Declaration, a post-Stockholm internationally agreed upon declaration that 
asked for EE to be embedded in all subjects, EE usually remained an elective outside 
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the core curricula, or even an after-school activity. Hence we spoke both at Rio and, 
more importantly, after Rio of simply education for sustainable development (ESD).

A third concern was the need to move beyond formal education and to focus on 
public awareness and understanding. We recognised that the world’s then 60 mil-
lion teachers did not understand sustainability nearly well enough to adequately 
change their teaching nor did they have a free hand to teach whatever they wished. 
The thrust for public awareness and understanding was widely understood and sup-
ported by both democratically elected governments and the private sector. Govern-
ments that wanted to move forward with sustainability knew they needed electoral 
support to bring in enlightened legislation and reforms. The private sector envisioned 
an enlightened consumer supporting the new products that were to be developed. 
There were presentations on ‘green economics’ and ‘eco-effi ciency’ to convince the 
private sector to support government positions. During our meetings we spoke of 
collaborating with the media but in those days, we only dreamed of engaging the 
documentary world. We could not foresee the sophisticated world of today’s popu-
lar movies such as Avatar, that question foreign policy around development issues 
without a heavy-handed approach, or the social networking or other digital media 
capabilities that are now reshaping societies in the Middle East.

Fourth, we discussed the need for training, not only of teachers, but also of engag-
ing public and private sector training of workers and professionals. We spoke of 
engaging unions as well as professional organisations. Where we knew how to accom-
plish something with eco-effi ciency or less environmental impact, the technology 
and accompanying training should be engaged. Here we were in close accord with 
the Agenda 21 chapters on technology transfer and science. In fact all the chapters 
called for public awareness and understanding and, above all, training of public and 
private sector workers.

These four thrusts or ‘spheres of concern’; access, reorienting, public awareness 
building and training were carefully planned and remain the core of ESD. I will write 
more about them later in this article.

At the third round of Prep Com meetings, we were asked to estimate the cost of 
implementing the recommendations in our chapter. The funding of Agenda 21 was of 
great concern; it was expected, though never openly negotiated, that the developed 
world would fund many of its agreed-upon actions. Such funding was also antici-
pated by the UNCED Secretariat. As the issue of fi nancing was expected to arise, all 
chapter drafters were asked to cost their recommendations. We looked at one an-
other and slowly defl ated: none of us were accountants or even used to talking in 
terms of billions of dollars. 

I remember asking for at least three days of in-service training for all teachers 
because research had shown that anything less than 15 hours is of little use. Three 
days of wages for the world’s 60 million teachers amounted to a prohibitive fi gure 
that risked passage of the chapter in upcoming negotiations. The need for teaching 
resources in so many languages and suited to local realities was overwhelming. 

The idea of developing a global curriculum was discussed and rejected as we were 
convinced that ESD programs needed to be locally relevant and culturally appropriate. 
The idea that any of us knew what should be in such a curriculum was also rejected. 
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We were also afraid that a global program would be seen as indoctrination rather 
than education. Plus, the enormity of the curriculum development task was daunting. 
I feel the same today. We must continue to learn our way forward as opposed to 
seeking a single global curriculum.

UNCED AT RIO

At the actual UNCED event there was tremendous acrimony. More than 80,000 
people, mainly protesting the meeting, gathered in a downtown square. Fortunately, 
this gathering of civil society was anticipated by the organisers and the Secretariat 
even facilitated the gathering, calling it the Global Forum. At the heart of the protest 
was the perception that environmentalists and industrialists were negotiating a deal 
to shape the 21st Century. The perception stemmed from the name of the event—
The UN Conference on Environment and Development. The actual negotiations were 
closed now and security was heavy at Rio Centro on the outskirts of the city where 
the leaders met. The Global Forum protesters called for the inclusion of ‘society’ 
in the emerging paradigm and somehow it happened. During that week, the two 
overlapping circles of environment and development were joined by a third circle 
called society. There was no capitulation or negotiations or grand announcement. As 
I recall, it just happened. Fortunately this tripartite approach—environment, econ-
omy and society—was not beyond the intent of Our Common Future and was an 
acceptable evolution.

Chapter 36 was accepted at Rio with little debate. A few words were said in 
support by countries but the chapter and the inclusion of the need for the principles 
of education, public awareness and training in all the other chapters remained intact 
and, frankly, largely unnoticed.

FIRST POST-RIO MEETING OF EDUCATORS

The fi rst large event after Rio was the World Congress on Education and Commu-
nication for Environment and Development held in October of 1992 in Toronto, a 
major gathering of 4,000 participants from 100 countries. Most were educators or 
communicators and the speakers were key negotiators from Rio and the Prep Coms, 
including seven heads of UN Agencies (UNCED, UNESCO, UNEP, UNICEF, WMO, 
WHO and UNIFEM). Thanks to the Government of Canada, more than 400 indigen-
ous people were able to participate and every panel of speakers had a presentation 
from the perspective of the indigenous people. All 40 panels, each addressing one 
of the 40 chapters of Agenda 21, had presenters representing the perspectives of 
women, youth, indigenous people, science and business. 

From an ESD perspective, probably the greatest fl aw of the Rio process was the 
perception that the conference, popularly called the Earth Summit, was largely about 
the environment. The UN body created to monitor and assist the implementation of 
Agenda 21, The UN Commission on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) comprised 
Ministers of the Environment. In the end, ESD as a Rio-related issue was seen as 
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an environmental issue and thus, in the early years, fell largely to the world’s EE 
community to nurture and keep alive. 

UNESCO GETS CHAPTER 36

In October of 1992, at a major gathering of UN agencies at the UN headquarters 
in New York, each of the 40 chapters of Agenda 21 was assigned to a specifi c UN 
Agency to facilitate its implementation. UNESCO was requested to lead and nurture 
Chapters 35 (Science) and 36 (Education Public Awareness and Training). However, 
no additional funding or resources were passed on to the agencies to accomplish 
these tasks. Because UNESCO has its own governance structure with its own pro-
gram priorities and budget issues, ESD had diffi culties from the outset. The existing 
International Environmental Education Programme (IEEP), created after the Stockholm 
Conference, had just received its third extremely critical external evaluation and, as 
a result, one of its host agencies, UNEP, withdrew its support. ESD was temporarily 
linked to funding from the UN Population Project within UNIFEM. A program called 
Environment, Population and Development (EPD) was created outside of the nor-
mal UNESCO sectors. At the same time, a related independent program called A Cul-
ture of Peace was also created. Both of these independent transdisciplinary projects 
answered directly to the director general of UNESCO but had few resources. 

During these early years (1994–2000) ESD’s philosophical and pedagogical 
structures were formed. A decision was made to insist that ESD was not another 
adjectival education called sustainability education, but rather a systemic perspec-
tive. ESD was the contribution of the world’s education systems, the world’s public 
awareness infrastructure and the world’s training systems. 

Another early decision was to support the terminology of education for sustainable 
development and not education about sustainable development. Because ESD was 
located within the section of Agenda 21 intended as a ‘means of implementation’, this 
decision was reaffi rmed as sound. Interestingly, a small sector of the EE community 
protested the use of the wording for because it felt using for signifi ed that ESD was 
indoctrination. In response, it was pointed out that EE itself was founded on the 
wording of education for the environment rather than in the environment, which 
was seen as outdoor education or about the environment, which was seen as con-
servation education or from the environment, which was a perspective of experien-
tial education. However, criticism of the concept of sustainable development itself is 
an integral part of ESD. For instance, the anthropocentric focus of ESD is a weakness 
that must be recognised and addressed. In the end, it was stressed that we must look 
at the needs of the public and not become engaged in a divisive confrontation as 
there were no resources to waste.

UNESCO decided not to support the emerging concept that ESD was an evolved 
version of EE or any of the other existing adjectivals. Each of these types of education 
were seen as legitimate causes and disciplines with their own knowledge, pedagogy 
and raison d’etre. Each of these disciplines could contribute unique aspects and 
insights. ESD was a goal for education rather than a prescribed body of knowledge. 
Each of the traditional disciplines and adjectival educations had a unique contribution 
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to make. Along the same line of thinking, UNESCO decided to object to any one dis-
cipline, department or cause claiming to be the same as ESD unless it addressed all 
four thrusts outlined at Rio.

To both prevent the usuption of ESD by an existing group and to further the launch 
of ESD as quickly as possible the ‘strengths model’ was developed, which posits:

1. Education for sustainable development (ESD) does not belong to a single 
discipline, ministry, sector, etc.

2. Every discipline, government department, professional and administrator can 
contribute to ESD.

3. An individual or an organisation should be responsible for identifying existing 
strands of sustainability in their organisation, e.g., school curricula and 
integrating them into a comprehensive ESD program.

4. Those who carry out this integration process to create a comprehensive ESD 
program must be supported and enabled by senior leaders in the case of 
formal education-educational decision-makers (e.g., Ministries of Education).

In this approach, the synergistic strengths of combined education, public awareness 
and training bodies can convey the knowledge, issues, skills, perceptions and values 
associated with ESD.

The strengths model stated that ESD was not owned by any discipline, group, 
organisation or pedagogical approach, but rather that every discipline, group, organ-
isation and pedagogical approach could contribute. What was needed was leader-
ship and synergy.

FAILINGS AFTER RIO

One of the great failings of both Rio and the early work of the senior leaders at 
UNESCO was not engaging the world’s ministries of education. As a result, throughout 
the 1990s it was largely the adjectival educations that kept ESD alive. Many saw it as a 
way of promoting their type of education. The only academic journals that advanced 
the discussion of ESD were adjectival, such as the journals for environmental 
education, development education, or global education. The social sciences dealing 
with sustainability issues such as poverty, exclusion and economic issues did not see 
themselves as part of ESD. The mainstream education issue of schools graduating 
masses of unemployable youth was not seen as related or relevant to ESD. In fact, it 
is largely my perception that although a letter was sent from Dr Federico Mayor, the 
Director General of UNESCO, to all ministers of education in 1996 regarding ESD, in 
reality ESD was seen largely as an optional add-on and not their primary concern. 

To make matters worse, ESD had no equivalent of a Maurice Strong, the chair of 
the Rio Conference and former executive director of UNEP, who championed pri-
vate sector engagement through such new entities as the World Business Council 
on Sustainable Development. Instead, the formal education sector largely turned its 
back on ESD. In hindsight, the fact that offi cials ignored ESD was not surprising as the 
world was in a recession, education budgets were being cut, the focus was shifting 



Refl ections on 20+ Years of ESD 29

Journal of Education for Sustainable Development 6:1 (2012): 21–35

to monitoring and testing, and, in the eyes of educators, the time-table for the school 
day was already full. 

The only glimmer of hope in the fi rst years after Rio was the request from the 
UNCSD in 1996 for an ESD work program asking UNESCO to develop guidelines to 
help nations reorient their teacher education programs. This request was largely due 
to the advocacy of Bedrich Moldan of the Czech Republic who was the fi rst chair 
of the UNCSD. Again the request came without funding. Although it was approved 
by the world’s ministers of environment at the UNCSD, it was not widely endorsed 
by the ministers of education from the same countries. 

I was invited to become the fi rst UNI-Twin1 UNESCO Chair in ESD and to try to 
develop the work program request for teacher education guidelines. In 2000, a largely 
unfunded program of interested and committed teacher education institutions was 
launched and notable contributions made that are mentioned later in this article and 
others in this journal issue.

In the 1990s the ESD Toolkit  2 was published, which intended to explain ESD in 
simple terms to a North American audience and to provide suggestions for running 
workshops for educators and community leaders. It was placed on the Internet and 
within months it spread around the world. Ministries of education, NGOs and other 
institutions have translated the Toolkit into nearly 20 languages and it has become 
a core ESD primer that still provides a sound starting point. This was one of the fi rst 
attempts to use the Internet for widespread distribution of ESD materials. UNESCO 
has now included the Toolkit and many other excellent documents on its website.

By 2000, UNESCO had launched its fi rst web-based teacher in-service materials 
called Teaching and Learning for a Sustainable Future.3 It has approximately 90 
hours of in-service training and is live-linked to a host of UN agencies. It remains a 
popular and well used source of reliable data for students and researchers. 

Although some key NGOs such as the Earth Charter, the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the Centre for 
Environment Education (CEE), linked their perspectives into an ESD framework, most 
of the major conferences that addressed ESD were held as a subset of other disciplines 
and/or the adjectival educations. The Thessaloniki conference in 1997 celebrating the 
20th anniversary of the Tbilisi Declaration is an example of how ESD was subsumed 
within other organisations. While this inclusion was needed and welcomed, UNESCO 
drew the line at allowing people to claim that any one adjectival or core discipline 
was the equivalent to ESD. The four thrusts of ESD made it unique. 

WORLD CONFERENCE ON SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT, JOHANNESBURG

It was not until the preparation for the 2002 World Conference on Sustainable Devel-
opment (WCSD) in Johannesburg celebrating the 10th anniversary of Rio, that ESD 
original four thrusts were addressed. At the WCSD, Japan, with the support of several 
other countries, announced that it would ask the UN General Assembly to declare 
a UN Decade of ESD (UNDESD) from 2005 to 2014. The UN General Assembly an-
nouncement of the UNDESD, under the leadership of UNESCO to coordinate the 
activities of the UN agencies, really put ESD on the program of formal education.
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At WCSD there was a billboard slogan, attributed to an African elder—the bill-
boards read simply ENOUGH, FOR ALL, FOREVER. That saying was used thereafter by 
many in the ESD community to express the context of sustainable development.

In 2004, teacher education institutions that were part of my Chair and had been 
using various action research techniques released their fi ndings on how to reorient 
teacher education to address sustainable development. Guidelines and Recom-
mendations for Reorienting Teacher Education to Address Sustainability was 
published by UNESCO in 2005 and copies sent to ministries around the world and 
placed on the Internet (UNESCO 2005a). The Guidelines included both short prac-
tical descriptions of the undertaking of these teacher education institutions and con-
cise recommendations for a range of target audiences from colleagues to institutions 
and even ministries of education. Print runs quickly ran out.

About this time ESD emerged within UNESCO as integral to quality education and 
EFA. Discussions linking these areas were originally held within UNESCO staff, then 
on the fl oor of the UNESCO General Conference with ministers of education, and con-
tinued to spread to the member states—most notably to the Asia Pacifi c region where 
ESD is now also discussed in the context of adult education and lifelong learning.

THE DECADE OF EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

The UNDESD caused UNESCO to assign more staff to address ESD. Countries such 
as Japan, Sweden and Germany provided resources to the Decade. UNESCO regional 
offi ces worked hard on the Decade, ensuring that another core principle of ESD—that 
ESD should be locally relevant and culturally appropriate—is honoured.

With the advent of the Decade, UNESCO’s proposed International Implementa-
tion Scheme (IIS) was approved by the member states (UNESCO 2005b). Central to 
the IIS was the request that each country, as well as institutions within each country, 
develop national and regional ESD strategies for the UNDESD. In many countries, this 
request allowed groups that would not normally have communicated to meet and 
exchange ideas, strategies and resources. These collaborations did not happen in all 
countries, but where they did, it made a huge difference. Even where there was 
little help from national governments, NGOs and other willing groups aided by the 
emerging social networking capability, the media, and the availability of information 
technology in general, made huge strides. Groups that traditionally focused on bio-
diversity or the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) or poverty discovered 
commonality and synergy to help both ESD and their particular cause. 

The UNDESD—and ESD in general—are not UNESCO initiatives; rather they are 
initiatives of the entire UN General Assembly. UNESCO is the coordinator, but the 
responsibility for implementation lies with the member states and all the UN agen-
cies, which work collaboratively. Although a UN interagency ESD working group began 
in 1992, it was the Decade that brought renewed vigour among UN agencies. Perhaps 
the best examples are the collaborations between UNESCO and the UN University in 
developing the UNU Regional Centres of Expertise in ESD. Another is UNESCO and 
UNEP working in close partnership in Africa and Asia. UNICEF and the World Bank 
continue to seek to include ESD in the EFA programs and the International Labor 
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Organization (ILO) seeks to address the issue of unemployable youth—a growing 
sustainability issue around the world. The World Meteorology Organization is active 
in climate change education for sustainable development as are UNESCO, UNEP, and 
many others.

Forming partnerships is one of the seven strategies for the DESD outlined in the 
IIS (UNESCO 2005b). Major international NGOs such as Education International (EI), 
The International Association of Universities (IAU), IUCN and the public awareness 
and training arms of various conventions such as the UN Conventions on Biodiversity, 
Forestry, Climate Change and Desertifi cation have come together to form alliances. 
In the early years of the Decade, UNESCO convened a meeting in Paris of these major 
Rio Conventions to explore essential learnings and common messages to ask the 
world’s formal education systems to incorporate. It was a renewed effort to avoid the 
impasse of the ‘adjectival education’ approach while not claiming every educational 
initiative for ESD.

The UNESCO regional fi eld offi ces used their long-standing links with national 
governments to promote a deeper understanding of ESD. Additionally, the staff at 
UNESCO headquarters reached out to ESD experts worldwide for advice and assist-
ance in deepening pedagogy and designing strategies to further the Decade’s use-
fulness as well as for monitoring and evaluation. The exploration of new and specifi c 
competencies for teachers led by the UN Economic Council of Europe is one example 
while many regional workshops around the world on the education of teachers is 
another. The use of information technology greatly facilitated the dissemination of 
both ideas and resources.

The teacher education network that produced the UNESCO Guidelines has 
expanded to hundreds of TEIs (Teacher Education Institutions) in more than 60 coun-
tries. While still undertaking action research on reorienting teacher education to 
address sustainability, they are now developing ESD in their national contexts. As 
a result, the goal of moving beyond research to actually changing their education 
systems to address sustainability is underway.

MID-DECADE: BONN CONFERENCE

By the middle of the UNDESD, ESD-related activity was progressing well in some 
countries and regions while in others it was spotty—ignored, in some cases, or seen 
as another adjectival education. To mark the midpoint of the Decade, the Government 
of Germany offered to hold, jointly with UNESCO, a major gathering of senior formal 
education leaders. Plans were made to host approximately 900 people with a focus 
on three objectives—what has been achieved, what has been learned, and what 
needs to be accomplished? The attendance was surprisingly good with approximately 
50 ministers or vice-ministers of education attending as well as senior education 
leaders from nearly 100 countries. The resulting Bonn Declaration on ESD was 
jointly written over three days by 30 ministers and other senior ESD experts elected 
from the fi ve UN regions (UNESCO 2009). The Bonn Declaration was later endorsed 
by the UNESCO General Conference, and became an important international policy 
statement. It stressed that the engagement of formal education systems in ESD is not 
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an option but an obligation. The Bonn Declaration renewed the concept of ESD as a 
goal or overarching purpose of the world’s education systems and renewed the effort 
to engage the adjectival educations, such as climate change education, biodiversity 
education and green economy education. Those who attended the Bonn conference 
left with deeper insights and stronger intents to act.

The ministers and ESD experts on the drafting committee at Bonn stressed the 
need to link ESD to the existing drivers of education systems and to explore how 
ESD fi t with school achievement, intellectual engagement, social needs, curricula 
relevance, dropout rates, racism, exclusion and relating to ‘others’. Local needs, such 
as the employability of graduates and the need to re-address the issue of technical 
and vocational education were seen and understood as concrete examples of ESD. 
The drafting committee inquired about the role of education, public awareness and 
training in the UN dialogue about the green economy. 

The Bonn Declaration recommendation to engage with senior education leaders is 
crucial. Without the engagement of education systems, advocates for ESD will continue 
to work on small-scale sporadic initiatives that fail to reach suffi cient numbers to shift 
societal behaviour. Education leaders have several choices they can make regarding 
ESD, including the fi ve noted here. They can: 

 ignore ESD all together; 
 create clubs or other add-on programs such as green school movements; 
 invent a new adjectival subject called sustainability education; 
 make curricula modifi cations to some of the core disciplines; or 
 reorient the education system from a vision of traditional development to 

one of sustainable development.

SUSTAINABILITY AND EDUCATION ACADEMY

As this article is a personal refl ection, I would like to speak of my experience in 
ESD and leadership development. In Canada the Sustainability and Education 
Academy (SEdA) has developed several programs to assist entire school systems in 
their reorientation to address sustainability. The most notable program is a three-
day residential undertaking for the superintendents and trustees to understand the 
need and then plan their reorientation strategies in a systemic manner. They not 
only reorient the curricula and the pedagogy, but also the assessment/evaluation and 
reporting. The entire system from policy statements to practice in areas such as 
hiring, promotion, purchasing, maintenance, food services, transportation and psy-
chological and social services are examined and reoriented.

SEdA engages the core disciplines of mathematics; language; natural, physical 
and social sciences; and the arts to further learn from the ‘strengths model’. This 
exploration of the individual subject contributions is accompanied by exploration 
of how to best reconfi gure the disciplines in a cohesive framework to help students 
make better sense and use of their knowledge, skills, values and perspectives gained 
in their years of schooling. To achieve this integration of disciplines, various methods 
are being tested, such as (1) ‘capstone’ courses using the accumulated knowledge 
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of several years of schooling, and (2) two or three distinct courses grouped around a 
particular issue and taught in an interdisciplinary manner. 

UNESCO WORLD CONFERENCE ON ESD, NAGOYA

As I write this article, I have been invited to become a member of an international 
advisory body to provide advice on the UNESCO World Conference on ESD in Nagoya 
in 2014. The road to Nagoya and the end of the Decade requires careful planning, 
and I am happy to say this planning is already underway in 2011. There will be time 
to celebrate our achievements and for a UN Decade we have indeed made progress 
worth celebrating. We will also try to consolidate the learnings. However, the over-
arching spirit of Nagoya will be to build onto the work of the Decade and to continue 
on with even greater effort. Even the proposed name of the event, The UNESCO 
World Conference on ESD and the launch of a proposed Glocal Program of Action, is 
designed to communicate the continuation of the Decade and not signal its end.

In the run-up to Nagoya, I am happy to see the progress made beyond formal 
education. Municipalities around the world are linking to the Decade. Many NGOs are 
working collaboratively on ESD and the list of UNDESD offi cially recognised events 
that have and continue to occur is most impressive. 

REFLECTIONS AS WE APPROACH RIO + 20

I have often been asked what I would change if we were able to write Chapter 36 
of Agenda 21 over again. First, let me be clear about the limitations of what I could 
do. I was only one of 12 on the drafting committee for Chapter 36. Second, we had 
to keep in mind what the politicians would accept: it had to be acceptable to the 
most reluctant and resistant country. Third, it had to be short and, as a result, it was 
superfi cial. Chapter 36 is shorter than this article. However, as we approach Rio + 20, 
it is time to refl ect on this question so as not to repeat our original shortcomings.

I regret that ESD still has few strong links to social issues or economics. We are 
still seen largely as environmentalists. The term ‘green’ still pervades, as in green 
schools or eco schools. Even when we try to engage the other adjectivals, there is 
generally a lack of solidarity. We each have our separate focus and concerns. Anti-
racism is indeed a sustainability issue, but its proponents usually do not consider 
themselves as part of ESD. We have begun, but we have not learned how, to engage 
and work collaboratively. Hopefully, we will hone these skills through new programs 
such as the UNU Regional Centres of Expertise where many institutions, agencies 
and businesses are learning to collaborate and use ESD to build more sustainable 
communities. 

I regret that we lost so much valuable time after Rio due to a lack of international 
leadership. There was no real plan for moving forward. The concept of ESD was left 
for any group to pick up and exploit. New groups with little or no experience formed 
and used the sustainability terminology to fund themselves; often at the expense of 
those who were already doing a solid component of ESD. While we needed creativity 
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and innovation we lacked a way to get the basic concept and ESD framework dis-
tributed to formal education systems. 

Fortunately, we survived this era. An ESD framework exists and ministries of 
education are moving ahead. Many of the proponents of adjectival educations see 
their contribution as valuable to ESD, but also view ESD as valuable to their own 
cause. It is no longer a matter of who is bigger, more important, or the umbrella dis-
cipline. For instance, just as development education is one part of ESD, ESD is also 
just one part of development education.

I would try to change the perception of the roles of ESD. I would not only do this 
in the Agenda 21 text, but as part of a media (including social networking) campaign. 
World leaders still perceive ESD as a synonym for EE and have a limited vision of 
what can be done. They do not see ESD as it was intended, engaging the entire edu-
cation, public awareness and training systems to address the economic, social and 
environmental issues facing their regions both at present and in the future. 

The original UNCED was dominated by the concept of eco-effi ciency, which 
appealed to the private sector and allowed its leaders to agree to Agenda 21. Eco-
effi ciency was seen as a way to cut costs and save the environment—a win-win. It 
was assumed that government departments would collaborate and work under the 
leadership of the world’s ministries of environment. In fact, in most cases, ministries 
of environment are among the smallest and weakest ministries in a government. 
After UNCED, the infamous slogan ‘it’s the economy stupid’ signalled the collapse 
of support for sustainability. Other ministries, including education, were not at the 
table either before, during, or after Rio.

I mention this because we are likely to repeat the error at Rio + 20 as we seek the 
answer in its ‘green economy’ theme. Once again, the private sector, lobbying through 
governments, sees an economic solution that, upon closer examination, is a shallow 
win-win. I say shallow because it is simply focused on ‘green’ economics rather 
than ecological economics. Green economics is another version of eco-effi ciency 
in which we attempt to reduce manufacturing costs and hence sell more products. 
Unfortunately, these cheaper products could themselves be totally unsustainable, 
(e.g., cheaper plastic bags). Ecological economics looks at the products to determine 
their benefi t, the footprint of their manufacturing, transporting, marketing and their 
eventual recycling, re-emergence or disposal. I fi rmly believe that ESD is essential 
to creating a successful economy because ESD is a major factor in creating both a 
‘green’ workforce and a ‘green’ consumer society that will make informed purchases. 
However, once again, these views do not seem to be able to make their way forward. 
ESD connotes not only a green economy but a fair economy to both present and 
future generations.

In refl ection, I feel we are again left with ESD as a myriad of individual initia-
tives and micro pieces. There are few overarching examples of redirecting the world 
from a goal of development to one of sustainable development. In formal education, 
we are monitoring and evaluating for skills and knowledge in systems such as the 
OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in Inter-
national Mathematics and Science (TIMSS), yet we do not agree on what we are going 
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to create with these fi nely honed tools. In fact, in many cases, I do not believe we 
even discuss ‘what’ we are creating. We are too focused on the ‘how’. 

But there is also hope. In a recent meeting with the director of an international 
student assessment program at OECD, I learned of a new interest by many nations 
to probe the underlying values and perspectives inherent in our education systems. 
In 2015, a major focus of the student assessment will be on environmental literacy 
(see ‘NAAEE Releases Framework for Assessing Environmental Literacy’, p. 17). In 
China research is underway on how ESD can help improve more traditional formal 
education. If it turns out that ESD does help to better deliver the core subjects then 
we will have more systems adopting it as an accepted pedagogy. Upon acceptance 
we can build up this foothold to better understand the other aspects, such as what it 
is to be truly educated and better prepared for the world they and future generations 
will inherit. 

In addition the very purpose of education is being redirected in parts of Canada, 
Bolivia and some Scandinavian countries. There is a saying attributed to the econo-
mist Kenneth Boulding: ‘if it exists, it is possible!’ It was felt by many that reorienting 
whole school systems was impossible, but it is happening just as it is in the private 
sector, where in a 2010 study by the UN Global Compact and Accenture, 96 per cent 
of the 766 CEOs surveyed agreed that sustainability should be fully embedded into 
a company’s strategy and operations.4

With these and many other emerging exemplars we are proving that the dream of 
Chapter 36 in Rio is possible. If we are able to be concerned for both the world we 
leave our children and the children we leave the world, we must act on that dream 
with thoughtfulness and determination.

Notes

1 UNI-Twin is a UNESCO program that twins UNESCO and universities.
2 ESD Toolkit, www.esdtoolkit.org
3 Teaching and Learning for a Sustainable Future, www.unesco/education/tlsf
4 Fortune magazine—7 November 2011 volume 164 number 7.
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