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Abstract

Numerous education policies have been established in Europe during the last quarter of the 20" century
to increase adults' and young people's awareness on sustainable development. Within that evolution
which seeks to improve an adequacy between our behaviour and the resources of our planet, the
European countries have developed diverse initiatives on both a national basis and into the framework of

the European Union.

While mentioning ESD in Europe, one must consider two political institutions resulting from different
political approaches which started up after World War 2: the European Union with the European Council

based in Brussels and the United Nations' Economic Commission for Europe based in Geneva.

- The European Union was founded in 1951 by 6 European countries and evolved from there to the
present day with 27 Member States that more or less share common political, economical and
socio-cultural characteristics and developed a “Science and Education” process constituting the
background of the European Strategy for sustainable development. These both national and European

approaches came naturally as a support for the UN Decade for ESD.

- The United Nations' Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), established in 1946, has 56
member states, a majority not belonging to the EU and sharing different economical and socio-cultural
characteristics. In March 2005, UNECE launched the UN DESD known as the Vilnius strategy.

In the European Union, Member States have the prime responsibility for education and training of their
citizens whereas the Commission's role is to support Member States for the achievement of the
objectives and goals of the UN Decade. Considering school education, the diversity of the European
education system is extremely wide and complex, nevertheless an inventory of innovative practices in
EU Member States underlines a substantial activity in ESD, reflecting a shift from environmental
education to ESD in new syllabus even if there is a need for a better definition of the role and profile of

teachers and trainers.

At UNECE's level, the situation strongly fluctuates according to the socio-economic specificities of the
56 countries which explain that the harmonisation of the action in all European countries is hard and
sometimes prejudicial to the progression of processes, in particular in some European countries with a

pending economic development. The implementation of ESD in non-EU countries might sometimes

10



Trends and Issues of ESD in Europe

appear more or less in rupture with EU countries either because they are not at the same level of
development or because they favour the economical development at the expense au sustainable

development.

European Union member states constitute a relatively homogenous ensemble which initiatives in
ESD contribute to make the 27 EU Member States major actors of the transition towards a
society more respectful of the planet. Nevertheless EU and UNECE countries need to develop
new strategies intended to overcome main obstacles by implementing new pilot approaches and
key actions, to adopt a common definition of SD and its related educational actions, to improve
competences in ESD to address the interdisciplinary and holistic nature of ESD, to involve all the
actors to propose new ideas, and to take actions to adapt institutional, legislative and policy

frameworks to the needs of ESD

1. Foreword

Since the last quarter of the 20™ century have occurred, on a global and European scale, the
multiplication of initiatives, especially in the fields of education, in order to increase the awareness on
sustainable development and to adopt new behaviours in accordance to sustainable development. Within
that evolution which seeks to improve an adequacy between our behaviour and the resources of our
planet while fostering an intergenerational solidarity, the European countries have developed a range of
various educational policies which lie on closely related or commonly shared historical, environmental,

economical, social and cultural trends and references.

While mentioning ESD in Europe we have to consider two political institutions referring to Europe that
are sometimes leading to confusion. These institutions are resulting from different political approaches,
which started up after World War 2: the United Nations' Economic Commission for Europe and the

European Union with the European Council.

- the European Union" (EU) founded in 1951 by 6 European countries by the treaty establishing the
European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and which evolved from there to the present day and

which is now made up of 27 Member States.

- the United Nations’ Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), established in 1946 (together
with the Economic Commission for Asia and Far East) has 56 member states, four of them (Canada,

Israel, Turkey and USA) not belonging to the geographical frame of Europe.

In the early 1970s, key voices have begun to emphasize the scarcity of the planet’s resources as
mentioned in the 1972 report of the Club of Rome which underlined the increasing antagonism between

demographic and economic growths. Gradually, arose the need of a deep and concrete thinking
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concerning the future of Humanity in a world where the process of globalisation and the rapid growth of

emerging countries seemed to forget the worrying diminution of our resources.

In that context, the European Union appeared as an active craftsman to implement a sustainable
development policy that would lie on education, training and information to each member of its
population, whatever age, gender and condition. This policy was certainly made easier by common
political, economical and socio-cultural characteristics of the countries members, and more particularly:
close cultural roots assuring some kind of identity, democratic countries with variable constructions and
more or less centralised, a perception of the necessity to protect our European environment through
different approaches including the polluter - pays principle, and also prevalence of identical or closely

related socio-economical characteristics with a high level of consumption.

These factors militate for the reinforcement of actions of initial education in schools and universities but
also continuous vocational training and information for every citizen to allow them to take considered

decisions for present and future.

In reference to these shared values, several EU countries have developed during these twenty past years,
national policies more or less obvious in the field of sustainable development, essentially devoted to
scholar education. In the same time, the European Union was implementing the Lisbon strategy (2000).
These national and European approaches came naturally as a support for the UN Decade through to two

main processes addressing ESD:

- A “Science and Education” process of the European Union® constituting the background of the
European Strategy for sustainable development [1]. That process, both top-down and bottom-up,
progressively gathered countries - with close or identical political, economical and socio-cultural features

- favouring the implementation of common approaches.

- An enlarged process referring to UNECE and known as the Vilnius strategy [2] launched in 2005
and involving 56 countries, a majority not belonging to the EU, and sharing often very different

economical and socio-cultural characteristics;

In Goteborg (June 2001) the EU has enlarged the objectives of the Lisbon Strategy with the adoption of
the first strategy of sustainable development of the European Union resting on the principle that it is
necessary to take into account the economic, social and environmental consequences of all the policies in

the decision process.

In June 2006, one year after the launching of the Decade, a new European Strategy for Sustainable
Development (ESSD) has been adopted by the enlarged European Union for the benefit of sustainable
development [2]. That document fixes a unique and coherent strategy describing the way the European

Union could honour in a more efficient manner its long-standing commitment to face the challenges of
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sustainable development.

ESSD deals with intersectorial measures contributing to the knowledge society and notably those relating
to education and training, research and development and communication by reminding that all these
activities are necessary to promote a behavioural change and to provide every citizen with the essential

competencies to take into account sustainable development.

So, the launching of the Decade in 2005 occurred as already existed in Europe a broad consensus on the
key role of the education and training systems to facilitate the changes that were needed to achieve the
objectives of ESD.

2. The European policy for sustainable development and the UNDESD

As the European Member States have the prime responsibility for education and training of their citizens,
it was the Commission's role to support Member States for the achievement of the objectives and goals
of the UN Decade. From a EU perspective, European cooperation was able to provide added value on
these issues and the aims set for the UN Decade have also brought a number of achievements. However,
it is clear that Europe must make enhanced efforts in the fields of sustainability. These efforts need the
reinforcement of a common strategy showing the advantages of financial and human resources of the

European Union and of each member.

In November 2010 [3] - in reference to the EU Sustainable development strategy first adopted in
Goteborg [4] and reviewed in 2006 [2] and 2009 [5] - the EU council reminds Member States to ensure
that each citizen has the key competences to adapt to a changing world. The eight key competences
outlined are mutually supportive and underpinned by skills such as critical thinking, problem solving,
creativity, initiative taking and decision making, all of which are essential for achieving the objectives of
sustainable development. Of particular relevance in this context are basic competences in science and
technology, as well as social and civic competences. In this context, the EU invites Member States to
take appropriate measures at the relevant level of responsibility in order to encourage the further
development and implementation of ESD and its integration into the education and training system at all

levels, formal, non-formal and informal.

To facilitate the accounting of sustainable development within all approaches in any field of education
and training, EU created three complementary programmes - Tempus, Grundtvig and Comenius [6]- that
address sustainable development issues for young people and adults and facilitate the implementation of
ESD:

- Tempus supports the modernisation of higher education and creates an area of co-operation in
countries surrounding the EU. This scheme now covers 27 countries in the Western Balkans, Eastern

Europe and Central Asia, North Africa and the Middle East. Actually, sixth European countries develop
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new curricula at bachelor's degree level in cooperation with three Middle East countries.

- Grundtvig focuses on the teaching and study needs of learners taking adult education and
‘alternative’ education courses, as well as the organisations delivering these services. It aims to help
develop the adult education sector, as well as enable more people to undertake learning experiences,
notably in other European countries. Because of its specific nature, Grundtvig has played a key role in

efforts to take account of people with special needs and ensure equal opportunities.

- Comenius focuses on all levels of school education, from pre-school and primary to secondary
schools. It is relevant for everyone involved in school education: mainly pupils and teachers but also
local authorities, representatives of parents’ associations, non-government organisations, teacher training

institutes and universities.

An inventory of innovative practices in Member States underlines a substantial activity in ESD,
reflecting a shift from environmental education to ESD. Innovation in the content was the most recurrent
element in the practices including topics from issues linked to globalisation (e.g. human rights,
north-south relations etc.), to healthier lifestyles and to energy consumption and renewable energy.

Innovation in the delivery method was illustrated by different multi-stakeholder approaches.

Forging new partnerships and networks facilitated the creation of educational networks at European
levels, including business communities and experts on the wide variety of topics addressed by these
projects. Innovation at the institutional level meant to involve ministries in the projects like for example

for the granting of a national award.

In light of all this, one may say that:

- Europe has made considerable progress in ESD; however, it needs to further develop competence

within the education sector to better define the role and profile of teachers and trainers.

- Policy makers in education are invited to support capacity building in ESD by embracing the policy

frameworks and implementing them.

- Forging new partnership between the world of education and training and business and civil society
fostered the continuous dialogue to draw tangible connections between environmental, social and

governance practices.
- Europe has been successful in developing good practice cases. This is a main asset, however these

practice examples need to be shared. The challenge remains to mainstream this good practice into

existing systems, from primary education to universities.
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From a European perspective the main key concerns relate to the equity gap and the quality gap. Despite

all efforts it remains a major challenge to:

- Ensure that systems become more equitable in raising the general level of skills.

- Speed up development of indicators of progress.

Early school drop out, upper secondary attainment and key competences continue to be a problem in
large parts of Europe. Data shows for example, that about sixth young person aged 18 to 24 in EU-27
still leaves school with no more than lower secondary education and does not participate in any kind of

education or training after this. Improving this situation requires:

- to target support for teacher training and boost their skills and to build capacity of decision makers

and practitioners at regional, national and local levels

- to make a better use of skills and knowledge to ensure a better guidance for Europe.

As long as basic obstacles linked to these challenges are not overcome Europe will not fully succeed to

implement Education for Sustainable development broadly.

3. National policies related to UNDESD in Europe

Each member states has more or less explicitly embedded environmental education issues in its
framework curricula in accordance with the recommendations of the UN Decade to training its
inhabitants to a better understanding and apprehension of SD, even if each member states has developed

its own schema due to its political and administrative specific construction.

In relation with the UN Decade, but also with reference with both the European Strategy on Sustainable
Development and national own strategies, as Germany most of European countries have produced
official documents describing the implementation of the UN Decade for ESD [7]. All these documents
(National strategies for ESD, National Action Plans for ESD,...) are a very positive contribution to the

implementation of the UN DESD and, also sometimes, of the initiatives developed under the auspices of
UNECE.

It is not possible to give an overview of all the processes developed in each member state in the field of

education, training and research but to give the outlines of the main education systems.

» School education

Considering school education, the diversity of the European education system is extremely wide and
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complex and it is not possible to retain a single standard model while most of them more or less refer to

three main models, represented without distinction either in private or public institutions:

* Centralised school systems

This school system is under the direct supervision of the ministry of National Education. This situation
greatly contributes to a quick introduction of SD in new syllabus, as in France where the "common core
of knowledge and competences on ESD" was implemented as soon as September 2006 [8]. This
top-down functioning also facilitates the coordination between the educational programmes at various

levels and the assessment of results.

* Regional organisation

The responsibility for the education system lies with the regional states (for instance, Lénder in Germany
[9], autonomous communities in Spain, cantons in Switzerland,) that are components of the nation. In
this case, the central government plays only a minor role because each regional state decides its own

educational policies.

* “Free” school

This educational system, as illustrated with the constitutional right of ‘freedom of education’ in Holland
[10], implies a minimum list of educational outcomes set by the ministry of Education but the SD
education project is not structurally embedded in the school plan. This construction favours networking
and cooperation between all the actors, especially associations and NGOs, but often implies a lack of an
overview and also a lack of competency to support educational reforms, as they tend to remain focused

on messages relating to green issues.

The two first models are the most common, where the third one has been essentially adopted in countries
characterized both by a strong action of associations and a developed social learning in the attainment of

sustainable development.

Aside these formal frames for environmental education, several networks and initiatives have developed

in EU and beyond in the fields of education for environment and sustainable education:

- The ENSI (Environment and School Initiatives) network [11]: an international network that has
supported educational developments, environmental understanding, active approaches to teaching and
learning, through research and the exchange of experiences internationally. ENSI was founded in 1986
under the auspices of OECD;

- The Regional Centres for Expertise (RCEs)[12]: regional networks created for the promotion of

Education for Sustainable Development. RCEs are very active all around the world and notably in

Europe. RCEs have recently been acknowledged in the 2009 Bonn Declaration which calls for action to

“develop knowledge through ESD networking” through “networks that could serve as centres of
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expertise and innovation”;

- The Eastern Europe, Caucasus and Central Asia (EECCA) [13]: a block of countries supported by
OECD since the 1990's and carrying out an important work despite a lack of adequate instruction

materials, a shortage of skilled educators and insufficient awareness-raising.

It is important to note that the countries that are less developed industrially are favouring initial education
whereas developed countries are also taking into account the education of adults. In other countries the
trans disciplinary and not politicized nature of the ESD Strategy does not fit the philosophy of the
national education system, which tends to be based on compartmentalized fields of knowledge, and
inquiry, which collides with the independence of education and therefore meets resistance.
(ECE/CEP/AC.13/2012/5)

» Higher education

Remarks about school also apply to higher education. There is no single standard model for Higher
education institutions that oscillate between a large or complete autonomy (in particular for the private

ones) and state universities subject to state control.

In spite of all the calls for policy shifts to embrace sustainability education in higher education, the
integration of sustainability education in higher education sector remains often problematic. Among the
many hindrances to infusing sustainability education is the fact that, in spite of governments interests in
sustainability education, specific roadmaps are often lacking to further the infusion of sustainability
education in the higher Education sector. Moreover, there are still difficulties to go beyond the academic
frame to really implement SD in curriculums even if ESD is part of in-service training in most EU

member states, with a tendency to go beyond environmental dialogue.

Besides these various processes at national or European levels, have occurred various initiatives aside or
complementary of the Lisbon and Vilnius strategies. These initiatives were concerning countries
belonging to the European Union, such as the Baltic Universities network, the "Euromed" network of
virtual schools building up bridges between European and Mediterranean countries. A special mention
can be made to the "Copernicus Alliance" [14], the European network on higher education for SD, which
role is to promote SD in European higher education to improve education and research for sustainability

in partnership with society.

> Assessment and Indicators

The question of indicators for education arose when OECD started, in 2000, the first PISA Survey of
15-year-olds students in the industrialised countries [15]. Later, the development of indicators for ESD

was discussed in many national and international forums (cf. the School Development through
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Environmental Education - SEED, 2005), but mainly focussing on school and too often neglecting higher

education and vocational training. These indicators brought out uneven results.

ESD Indicators are different from SD indicators: SD are focussing on specific themes (economic,
social, environmental, cultural) when ESD indicators analyse the implementation of ESD by generally

using a set of sub- indicators all along the curriculum and make proposal to improve it.

The development of ESD indicators increased during the last years in relation with the launching and
implementation of the 2005-2014 UN Decade on education for sustainable development (DESD). These
indicators on ESD were developed on a regional or national basis and were not only, but quite
exclusively, focussing on initial education in primary and secondary schools. Very few indicators

specifically apply to higher education or to vocational education or even to lifelong learning.

During the last few years, communities of teachers, trainers and researchers from European, North
American and Asia-Pacific countries have developed ESD indicators for the UN Decade in response to
particular ESD strategies or action plans. These indicators were mainly developed through a process

involving multi-stakeholders working groups.

Recently, the European project ESDinds (ESD indicators) was a two-year (2009-2010) collaborative
research project, running from January 2009 to January 2011, supported by the European Commission
under its Seventh Framework Programme [16]. This project[][] included Research Organisations (RTDs)
and Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) who worked together to develop useful value-based indicators to
be used in ESD projects. The following outcomes have been achieved: a set of localizable values-based
indicators with broad practical utility, feedback from over 40 CSOs, visual identity for the values-based

indicators and an open-access web platform.

Aside these many initiatives, the UNECE steering committee on ESD established an ad hoc group of
experts to develop indicators [17][18]. With the help of this group of experts, UNECE has concluded the
most substantial set of indicators on ESD up to now with four types of indicators ranging from initial
measures on governance to possible effects in society: checklist indicators providing information on
policy, legislation, regulatory and governance measures taken; input indicators describing various
activities related to DESD; output indicators on the results of teaching and training activities; outcome

indicators describing the possible impact of the implementation of ESD.

UNECE indicators refer to a large type of activities and range from quantitative to qualitative and include
sub-indicators. Indicators and reporting mechanisms are not developed to compare countries between

each other but to bring information to every country as help for developing its own policy.

As a development framework, six objectives are explicitly oriented towards a form of monitoring that is

accessible for both national review and international comparison:
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- Ensure that policy, regulatory and operational framework support ESD.

- Promote ESD through formal, non-formal and informal learning.

- Equip educators with the competence to include SD in their teaching.

- Ensure that adequate tools and materials for ESD are accessible.

- Promote research on and development of ESD.

- Strengthen cooperation on ESD at all levels within the UNECE region.

> ESD and ICTs

The use of ICT has initiated a collaborative digital strategy to facilitate access to knowledge and the

multiplication of tablets and smartphones contributed to innovation in teaching.

In Europe, and more specifically at the university, have developed institutions dedicated to ESD as the
French digital university on environment and sustainable development (UVED)[19]. These digital
universities and other open universities facilitate learning and capitalising on knowledge as well as
accelerating innovation in advanced educational establishments that have integrated the use of mobile

devices in their courses.

Within the Decade, the use of ICTs was promoted as a tool for enabling ESD. As digital systems, in
particular the emergence of Web technologies and wireless infrastructures, increased the possibility of
interactive learning, the purpose of using ICTs moved from simply reproducing or distributing contents,
to developing resources, including learning activities and interactive teaching tools, that represented a
real added value to the learning experience. During this second period of ESD, the integration of Web
technologies or social media led to a proliferation of user-generated content on SD in connecting citizens,
opening up debate on sustainable development, in fostering a culture and lifestyle of sustainable

development and on empowering the sustainable development community.

According to the Bonn Recommendations on Education for Sustainable Development Beyond 2014 [20],
while a lot of progress has been made in the DESD, ‘the vision and objectives of ESD will not be fully
achieved by 2014°. The vision for ESD beyond 2014 is to continue to reorient all levels of education
(including formal, non-formal and informal) towards sustainable development. Perhaps the greatest
development in ESD will be a larger use of Web technologies to explore the challenge of SD and to

harness the collective intelligence to propose solutions to win this challenge.
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4. Conclusions and perspectives

According to their ancient and recent history, geography, culture and socio-economical development, the
European Union member states constitute a relatively homogenous ensemble which initiatives in ESD
contribute to make Europe — and in particular the 27 EU states — one of the major actor of the transition
between a society of consumption and a society more respectful of the planet, its environment and its
actual and future inhabitants.

The analysis of numerous reports issued at national and European levels show that the harmonisation of
the action in all European countries is hard and sometimes prejudicial to the progression of processes, in
particular when it takes into account some European countries with a pending economic development.
The implementation of ESD in EU might sometimes appear more or less in rupture with some other
countries concerned with the Vilnius strategy, either because they are not at the same level of
development or because they have different view on sustainable development, for instance favouring

only the economical development.

While the EU encompasses countries that have established education systems employing professional
educators, ensured access to basic education and granted equal rights to education for all, there are still
important inequities in this respect if we refer to UNECE. For instance, in South Eastern and Eastern
Europe, the poor quality of education for children living in rural areas due to a lack of financial and
human resources remains an issue. That situation poses a considerable obstacle to introducing education

for sustainable development effectively in formal education.

On the other hand, it is noted that countries less developed industrially are favouring initial education
whereas developed countries are also taking into account the education of adults. In other countries the
trans disciplinary and not politicized nature of the ESD Strategy does not fit the philosophy of the
national education system that tends to be based on compartmentalized fields of knowledge and inquiry

which collides with the independence of education and therefore meets resistance [21].

According to all these above remarks, it would be desirable to develop, at European level, new strategies
intended to overcome these obstacles by implementing new pilot approaches and key actions led by
some countries member of the European Union which would like to devote themselves more specifically
to certain part of the ESD. This is in accordance with UNECE that outlines a range of objectives
underlying the regional implementation of ESD and identifies the following needed key actions:
strengthening existing regional and sub-regional alliances and networks working on ESD and
encouraging twinning programmes, bilateral cooperation and partnerships, as well as using existing
international legally binding instruments such as the Aarhus Convention [22] and other relevant
agreements. These approaches would improve a better efficiency in the assessment of educational and

research programmes on sustainable development.
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These diverse actions can be conceived only in the presence of two conditions that have still not been
met in Europe: first, the adoption by each European Union member state of a common definition of
sustainable development and its related educational actions, and second, the definition and the
application of a real strategy in the field of ESD to bring all the countries members of the European

Union to a comparable level of knowledge helping to share financial and human means.

That point is underlined in the European Strategy for Sustainable Development, and more specifically in
the point 2 of the paragraph “Our commitment to sustainable development”: “(...) the main challenge is
to gradually change our current unsustainable consumption and production patterns and the

non-integrated approach to policy-making”

The text of EEC about ESSD (December 2005) already mentioned that Europe should make enhanced
efforts to maintain sustainability and reminded “education plays an essential part to support the changes
necessary to SD. Education assures that the citizen has the competencies to adapt to the changing world,
that the knowledge is diffused and that the actors get involved in that change”. When analysing the
current situation, these recommendations are even more valid today particularly with the regard to
growth, employment, preservation of social and natural heritage but also innovation and display of

knowledge by the implementation of educational and research actions.

The public authorities define the framework of these diverse actions conduced by the citizens and the
companies, however, sustainable development and related actions in the field of education, training, and
information cannot exclusively rely on public action and all the involved actors — companies and citizens
— should be able and stimulated to propose new ideas and to take actions. In the same manner, Europe
cannot take these diverse challenges alone and should develop a stronger cooperation with the

international partners.

A key challenge in the region is a lack of competences in ESD, in particular in the education sector, to
address the interdisciplinary and holistic nature of ESD, which was recognized as a persistent bottleneck
in advancing ESD by Ministers of Education and of the Environment in Belgrade in 2007 [23][24]. Other
challenges include: the lack of a consensus on a common understanding of ESD; confusion about
understanding the difference between environmental education and ESD; institutional, legislative and
policy frameworks requiring adaptation to the needs of ESD; the lack of appropriate ESD teaching tools
and research, as well as the need to strengthen the involvement of civil society in governance at multiple

levels (school, community, region, country).

In such conditions, it might be appropriate to implement in a number of fields relating to education for a
sustainable development, pilot approaches, key actions, conduced by a number of European countries
disposed to be involved in particular domains of the ESD. This would allow a better sharing of the
progresses and a better efficiency in the development and evaluation of the educational programmes and

research concerning sustainable development with, as a result, the considerable saving of time, financial
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and human means.

Much has been accomplished, but there is still much to be done, particularly if we consider the field of
education to consumption and the protection of the resources of our planet, in which the media have a
prominent role to play provided that they get free — and this is particularly obvious for the TV media - of
constrains such as advertising, whose role is, contrary to the approach of sustainable development, to

promote consumption and subsequently to take part in the impoverishment of the resources of our planet.
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[Notes]

1) The ECSC, the first core of the EU, was mainly based on “coal and steel” which constituted, with agriculture, the three
pillars of the European economy. This was 65 years ago. This period was characterized by a strong industrial
expansion from 1945 to 1975 (refered to as “the Thirty Glorious Ones”), a permanent stage of full-employment but
also with a strong pollution of our environment. The 1973's oil crisis ended this period when steel and coal more or
less disappeared as a structuring European pillar and that disappearance caused important socio-economic and cultural
damages.

2) In order to confront the disruptions induced by the globalization and the new challenges coming with the new
economy built on knowledge, the Lisbon European Council (March 2000) has implemented a global strategy to
provide the European Union from 2010 with “the most competitive knowledge economy, able to bring a sustainable
economic growth together with the improvement of the employment on a quantitative and qualitative basis and the

enhancement of the social cohesion”.
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