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The initial response to the United Nations
Decade of Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment (DESD), 2005-2014, has been broad
and varied. Regional and sub-regional
launches of the Decade have occurred this
year for Europe/North America, the Common-
wealth of Independent States, Asia/Pacific,
Latin America, the Arabregion, and the Car-
ibbean! At least 13 national and sub-na-
tional launches have already occurred or are
planned for later this year. To date two re-
gional strategies for the DESD have been
prepared, for Europe/North America? and
AsialPacific.® But it iseffortsand strategies
at the national and local levelsthat present
real possibilitiesfor progress. Thisarticlewill
discuss the scope and challenges of the
DESD glaobally, give examples of organiza-
tional responses, and then look specifically
at several countrieswherethe Decadeistak-
ing tangible shape.

Background and Pur pose of the Decade

The UN practice of declaring international
decades devoted to critical global concerns
in order to foster broad international action
started in 1985. Theresolutionto putin place
a Decade of Education for Sustainable De-

velopment was adopted by the UN General
Assembly in December 2002 and the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) was designated
lead agency for the promotion of the De-

cade. Assuch, UNESCO wascalled uponto
develop an International Implementation
Scheme (I1S) to guide countries, regions, in-
stitutions, partnershipsand othersin fulfill-
ing the promise of the Decade. UNESCO is
also required to provide specific recommen-
dations to governments on strengthening
teaching, learning and training for sustain-
able development at all levels.
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The DESD provides several opportunities.
Perhaps most fundamentally, it provides an
opportunity to progressmore quickly in our
efforts to make sustainable development a
focusof education around theworld. Itisan
encouragement to educators, practitioners,
and policy makersto form partnerships and
work together for a global imperative. For
some the Decade is an opportunity to join
an international movement, and to organize
around a common set of principles and pri-
orities. For others it provides a vehicle for
increasing public awareness of sustainable
development within their own local or re-
gional contexts. The Decade invites us to
celebrate our achievements to date, and it
callsonustolook forward 10 years, to envi-
sion what we hopeto achieve, and to create
astrategy for getting there.

Responsibility for the DESD within UNESCO
ishoused in the Division for the Promotion
of Quality Education, but other offices, such
asthe Divisions of Basic Education, Higher
Education, and Secondary, Technical and
Vocational Education are involved. Several
drafts of the implementation scheme have
been developed in consultation with other
UN agencies, governments, NGOs, etc. The
|atest version was approved at the UNESCO
Executive Board session in September 2005.
Theofficial draft I1S: (a) linksthe DESD with
existing and related educational and devel-
opment initiatives(namely, the Educationfor
All initiative, the UN Literacy Decade, and
the Millennium Devel opment Goals); (b) de-
scribes key elements and characteristics of
ESD; (c) promotes a partnership/alliance
approach to ESD at community, national, and
regional levels; and (d) offersguidelinesfor
implementation.*

An informative DESD website in English,
French and Spanish, albeit always in
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progress, offersupdates on national andin-
ternational events and strategies pertaining
to the Decade, backgroundinformation, rec-
ommendations, and linksto many other per-
tinent documents and websites. Staff mem-
bers within the Division for the Promotion
of Quality Education have been bombarded
with inquiries on the Decade every day for
at least two yearsand they aredoing all they
canto answer questions, offer guidance, and
collect and organize theinformation coming
in. It is up to the rest of us — government
officials, educators, leadersand practitioners
in all sectors—to make of the Decade what
we can and to keepinmind thelarger task of
building a more sustainable world.

As stated by UNESCO:

“Theoverall goal of the UN Decade on Edu-
cation for Sustainable Developmentistoin-
tegratethevaluesinherent in sustainable de-
velopment into all aspectsof learning to en-
courage changesin behavior that allow for a
more sustainable and just society for all.

The basic vision of the DESD is a world
where everyone has the opportunity to ben-
efit from education and learn the values,
behaviour and lifestyles required for a sus-
tainable future and for positive societal
transformation. Thistranslatesinto four ob-
jectives, to:

1. Facilitate networking, linkages, exchange
and interaction among stakeholdersin ESD;
2. Foster an increased quality of teaching
and learning in education for sustainable
development;

3. Help countriesmake progresstowardsand
attain Millennium Development Goals
through ESD efforts;

4. Provide countrieswith new opportunities
to incorporate ESD into education reform
efforts.”®

ThellSreiteratesasfoundational tothe De-
cade the four major thrusts of education for
sustainability first articulated in Chapter 36
of Agenda21: (a) Improve accessto quality
education; (b) Reorient existing education
programmes, (c) Devel op public understand-
ing and awareness of sustainability; and (d)
Provide practical training® Fundamentally,

the 11S calls for strategies that engage all

sectorsand playersin building partnerships
within countriesand across bordersto raise
awareness about ESD and to moveall levels

of education toward more practical learning
for a sustainable future.

Challenges

UNESCO faces numerous challengesin its
position as the lead agency for the Decade.
First, thereisvery limited funding available
for Decaderel ated activities, and yet demand
is high for support for local, regional, and
national initiativesin many partsof theworld.
Second, and according to one UNESCO of -
ficial, thetask of bringing all interest groups
to the table, building effective col-

in general, take issue with the second idea.
Others are concerned that as “environmen-
tal” education becomes diminished within
the context of the DESD, and as linkages
with the other education initiatives are em-
phasized, social and economic development
priorities will overshadow the environmen-
tal aspects of ESD. Nevertheless, UNESCO
sees itself more as a partner and stimulator
than as the espouser of truth in the global
pursuit of ESD. Debates on the nature of
ESD will and should continue.

laboration and engagement be-
tween sectorsand institutions, and
instilling acollective sense of own-
ership and responsibility, is im-
mense. This would be true of a-
most any global initiative, but is
compounded by the fact that edu-
cation for sustainable devel opment
touches on so many dimensions of

The Decade provides an

international movement, and to
organize around a common set of
principles and priorities.

opportunity to join an

society.

Confusing for someisUNESCQO' sclaim that
the DESD isand should beinextricably linked
with the ongoing Education for All (EFA)
initiative, the UN Literacy Decade (UNLD)
2003-2012, and the Millennium Devel opment
Gods (MDGs).” UNESCOisthelead agency
for al but the MDGs, which are being coor-
dinated by the UN Devel opment Programme.
Thesefour initiativesareindeed related and
complementary: theMDGs provide concrete
development goals, centered on the reduc-
tion of poverty, with education asa“ signifi-
cant input and indicator;” EFA focuses on
providing quality basic education for all; the
UNLD promotes education for adults and
literacy asabasisfor learning; andthe DESD
promotes “a set of basic values, processes
and behaviors” asapart of al learning 8 But
each initiative has its own form and struc-
ture, and will depend upon legions of agen-
cies, organizations, and individualsto carry
it out. How can such large endeavors work
together, collaborate, or even remain aware
of what each is doing at any given time?
Thiswill surely be an ongoing challenge.

The Il S takes some debatabl e perspectives,
such as asserting that ESD should not be
eguated with environmental education, but
rather encompassit and go beyondit, or that
ESD cannot be taught as an independent
subject, but should be infused throughout
the curriculum and the disciplines. Environ-
mental educatorsaround theworld may take
issuewiththefirstidea, seeingit asworking
against our common goals. Many educators,

=

Organizational Responses

Many programs, institutions and NGOs
around the world, working in cooperation
with UNESCO, are helping to define, sup-
port, and provide expertise for the Decade.
The UN Environment Programme (UNEP),
for example, isdeeply engaged inthe DESD.
Sustainable development and education
have always been integral to UNEP's mis-
sion. Thedirector generalsof both UNESCO
and UNEP recently signed ajoint statement
on the DESD. At least two UNEP projects
coming out of the Nairobi officewill contrib-
ute directly to the goals of the DESD, one
focused on mainstreaming environmental
learning and researchin African universities,
the other producing resourcesto help teach-
ers integrate sustainability into their
classes?®

The World Conservation Union (IUCN)
Commission on Education and Communica-
tion has been closely monitoring progress
on ESD for years, giving considerabl e atten-
tionrecently to the Decade on their website,
and providing a suggested action plan for
countries interested in committing to the
Decade.*® [UCN plansto contribute directly
tothe DESD with threelong-term strategies:
the World Conservation Learning Network,
whichisdesigned to stimul ate academic work
on conservation and sustainable develop-
ment in partnership with universities; com-
munication and public awareness concern-
ing major environmental conventions, re-
gional agreements, and the Decade; and em-



powerment of IUCN global and regional
programmes to develop greater capacity in
environmental and sustai nable devel opment
education.*

United Nations University (UNU) has also
taken aspecial interest in the Decade, which
was launched for the Asia Pacific region at
the UNU-UNESCO Conference on Global-
ization and Education for Sustainable De-
velopment in June 2005 in Japan. UNU-In-
stitute of Advanced Studies(UNU-IAS), for
example, iscoordinating the devel opment of
Regiona Centres of Expertise (RCES). Rep-
resenting small regions within and between
countries around the world, RCEs promote
collaboration among primary, secondary, and
tertiary educational systems, local govern-
ments, and other regional stakeholders, link-
ingformal and non-formal sectorsof theedu-
cation community, to support ESD and sus-
tainable community development. Seven
RCEs were launched at the UNU-UNESCO
conference, with the anticipation that many
more would follow throughout the Decade
of ESD.12“RCEsmight beidentifiedinacom-
parable way to the monuments on the cul-
tural heritage list,” said Hans van Ginkel,
Rector of UNU. “Thus local and regional
conditions can be fully taken into account.
Thevisible output at the end of the Decade
would be aglobal network of RCEs.” 13

The Global Higher Education for
Sustainability Partnership (GHESP), which
includes ULSF, UNESCO, COPERNICUS
CAMPUS, andthelnternational Association
of  Universities

National Responses
From the perspective of UNESCO, Germany
has taken the most official path to making
the Decade a significant force for German
education. Following UNESCO recommen-
dations, the German Commission for
UNESCO established a National Committee
for the Decade (NatCom) in May 2004. This
body brings together thirty experts and in-
stitutions to represent the full spectrum of
sustainability, including representativesfrom
Federal Ministries (such as the Education,
Development and Environment ministries),
Parliament, the States (or Lénder), NGOs, the
media and private enterprise. Additionally,
the German Parliament has asked the Fed-
eral Government to provide sufficient funds
for the National Committee's coordinating
activities. NatCom hasdeveloped anational
plan of action in cooperation with many
stakeholdersin the field (ministries, NGOs,
individual experts, etc.), specifying four stra-
tegic objectives:

1. Further devel op the concept of ESD and

ensurewidedissemination of ESD practices;

2. Establish better links between the differ-

ent stakeholders;

3. Increase public awareness for matters of

ESD; and

4. Initiate and support international coop-

eration in the field of ESD.

An implementation plan is currently under
development to assign the responsibility of
each objectiveto specific stakeholders, with
mechanisms to monitor progress regularly
throughout the Decade.® In September 2005,

(IAU), haslaunched
a Resource Project,
whose purposeisto
advance higher edu-
cation for sustain-
able development
(HESD) worldwide
by building interna-
tional and regional

networks, conduct-

ing research on HESD, and providing region-
ally relevant resources to scholars and
change agents at colleges and universities.
Since 2003, GHESP has supported and spon-
sored consultations with higher education
representatives in different regions of the
worldto assess progressin HESD and iden-
tify resource needs. The project is meant to
contribute actively to the DESD as well as
UNU’ semerging RCEs**

some100ESD
UNESCO seesitself moreasa | Projoo and
partner and stimulator than asthe | were recog-
espouser of truth in the global nized as offi-
pursuit of ESD. Debatesonthe | &% Serman
nature of ESD will and should to the De-
continue. cade.
Leveraging

the Decade in Germany has had two great
benefits, says Alexander L eicht, head of the
German secretariat for theDESD. First, it has
fostered“ broad political support and tremen-
dous interest from all sectors of the educa-
tion community;” second, it hascreated “the
opportunity for promoting ESD as an
overarching theme that gives much more
political weight to players than they had
before.” Decade activities have also raised
significant challengesincluding, saysLeicht,
“thedifficulty of bringing very diverse play-
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erstogether and having them agree on spe-
cific objectives;” and establishing “a clear
definition of ESD that isnot so broad that it
isin danger of meaning anything and noth-
ing.”16

Compared with Germany, Japan offers a dif-
ferent approach to the Decade. The Japan
Council on the UN Decade of ESD (ESD-J),
which wasfounded in 2003, is a hetworking
organization committed to promoting edu-
cation for a sustainable society. ESD-J in-
cludes NGOs and individuals focused on a
variety of development issues such as the
environment, human rights, and peace, work-
ing together on advancing ESD.Y” The Coun-
cil seesitself as a counterpart to the Japa-
nese government, collaborating on policy
development to make it easier for citizens
and NGOs to work with local and national
government representatives, and for educa-
tional institutions to improve teaching and
learning for sustainability. It isalso focused
oninternational partnershipsand policy de-
velopment.

ESD-Jholdsnational ESD meetingsand “ ex-
changeworkshops’ to encourage action and
coordination across sectorswithin Japan. It
also coordinates networking sessions at in-
ternational conferences and publishes re-
portsand pamphletsin numerouslanguages.
Most recently, ESD-J held a symposium in
September 2005 to share ESD initiativesand
good practice examples with neighboring
Asian countries and to work on the devel-
opment of an Asian Network for the promo-
tion of ESD.

Similar to the Japan model, the United States

Partnership for the Decade of ESD (USP),

alsofoundedin 2003, isacross-sectoral net-
work of individuals, educational institutions,

NGOs, and otherswithacommoninterestin

making ESD aU.S. priority. However, where

ESD-Jworksin collaboration with asympa:
thetic Japanese government, the USP is a
grass roots movement working outside of

federal government policy and priorities.

Notably, the visions of the DESD and the
U.S. Partnership arein accord with many lo-
cal and state government initiativescurrently

underway .8

The USP sees itself as a convener, catalyst
and communicator in support of the“full in-
tegration of sustainable development into
education and learninginthe United States.”
Itismanaged by an executiveteam, and built
on the work of action teams (including mar-



keting, outreach, fundraising, etc.), sector
teams(including higher education, K12, faith
community, youth, and living institutions),
and U.S. regiona teams. Nearly 300 organi-
zations and educational institutions have
registered as partners or collaborators to
date.'®

Despitethe Partnership’ scontinuedreliance
onvolunteer efforts, it has created an infor-
mativewebsite; hosted, co-sponsored, or fa-
cilitated numerous ESD events; linked iso-
lated effortsin ESD; and formed partnerships
with youth groups, federal government rep-
resentatives, living institutions, faith com-
munities, and several mainstream higher edu-
cation associations. In order to sustain it-
self over thelong-term, the USP isformaliz-
ing its organizational structure and increas-
ing its efforts to raise money.

In South Africa the Decade was launched
for theWestern Caperegion at aconference
in June 2005. The Department of Environ-
mental Affairs and Development Planning,
which hosted the conference, is playing a
coordination role within the provincial gov-
ernment to ensure that ESD is embedded in
future development. The event brought en-
vironmental educators and sustainable de-
velopment advocates together to discuss
recommendations for provincial SD strate-
gies, ensuring that educational concernsre-
mained apart of al theme-based discussions
(which included sustainable human settle-
ments, tourism & trade, water & waste man-
agement, energy & climate change,
biodiversity, and sustainable development
indicators).?°

In terms of local action, the DESD inspired
the first Youth Environmental Symposium
for the City of Cape Town, where 21 schools
from informal settlements to high-income
suburbs came together to discuss sustain-
ableliving and present projectsonlocal sus-
tainable development. The symposium
proved so successful that thereare plansto
make it an annual event, and the Western
Cape Education Department wantsto expand
it toincludethewholeprovince. With agrow-
ing network of EcoSchoolsin South Africa,
it is anticipated that the country will soon
host a National Y outh Environmental Sym-
posium.

The Australian government, in partnership
with universities and NGOs, is using the
Decade to elevate and promote their ongo-
ing commitment to ESD. In January 2005

government representativesmet to consider
opportunities for capacity building and
mainstreaming education for sustainability
inthe context of the DESD. Four basic strat-
egies were proposed:

1. develop and expand existing Australian
Government priorities and programs,

2. promote and sharesuccessful Australian
initiatives and expertise in education for
sustainability;

3.invitenational and international partner-
ships to strengthen and reorient policies
and programs, and

4. undertake agap analysis and evaluation
of work to date.

Examples of programs targeted for promo-
tion and expansion include:

» The National Sustainable Schools Initia-
tive, whichhassofar received $2 millionfrom
the Australian government. This initiative
supports sustai nabl e resource management
and operations projects for school facilities
staff, and access to professional develop-
ment in environmental education for teach-
ers. The initiative will be expanded across
the States and Territories?

* The Australian Research Institute in Edu-
cation for Sustainability (ARIES), based at
Macquarie University, which has received
$2.3 million over threeyear from thegovern-
ment to support research on individual and
organizational changetoward sustainability.
Macquarie was contracted by the Depart-
ment of Environment and Heritage (DEH) to
establish ARIES. ARIESrel eased several re-
portsin 2005, including areview of sustain-
ableschoolsinitiativesinternationally, an as-
sessment of environmental education in
Australia, and an analysisof Australia’ stop
business schools to identify opportunities
for incorporating ESD outcomesinto MBA
programs.?

The Australian government will not takere-
sponsibility for coordinating anational pro-
gram of Decade related activities, though
several agencies, such as the DEH, arein-
volved directly in ongoing initiatives. In-
stead, government representatives, educa-
tional institutions and NGOs are working
together to increase opportunities for part-
nership building and information sharing,
consistent with the Decade’ s aim of foster-
ing broad awareness and understanding of
ESD. The government positionisto support
strategic initiatives designed for long-last-
ing impact based on monitoring and eval ua-
tion throughout the Decade.

Mexico launched the Decadein March 2005
at an event attended by President Vicente
Fox, and the Secretaries of Education and
Environment. Following this event, a meet-
ing was called to begin work on a National
Strategy of Environmental Education, which
isto include ESD and a strategy consistent
with the vision of the Decade. A series of
workshopsare being held for representatives
from every state to provide feedback on a
working document. Serving as a basis and
inspiration for the national strategy are the
Planes Estatales de Educacion Ambiental
(State Plans of Environmental Education),
which were devel oped as part of amajor ini-
tiative started several years ago. Unique to
thedraft national strategy isacall for stron-
ger links between NGOs, the education sec-
tor, and the government, which is strongly
recommended in UNESCO’ simplementation
scheme.

In higher education, a consortium of Mexi-
can universities called Complexus, which
includes 12 institutions with sustainability
oriented environmental programs, is very
active with the Decade.? Consortium repre-
sentatives see it as an opportunity to im-
provetheintroduction of environmental and
sustainability issuesinto university curricula
Most of the member institutions have hosted
or intend to hold a major event to discuss
and raise awareness about the Decade. In
Mexico, environmental education includes
ESD, and the Decade may be helpful in the
larger task of making environmental educa-
tion apart of all formal and informal educa-
tion.

Conclusion

It is still early to tell how the Decade will
play out in different countries and regions
of theworld. Progress has been highly vari-
ableto date. For themost part, we haveonly



ambitious plans of action. Relatively few in
number are local examples of ESD in action
inspired by the Decade. A fundamental chal-
lenge for every Decade related national or
local initiativewill be obtaining financial sup-
port. Unless governmentsmake ESD aprior-
ity by endorsing new education policies,
funding will always be in short supply.
UNESCO also must begin to deal with the
huge task of monitoring and evaluation.
Without these structuresin place, statesthe
I1S, “it will beimpossibleto know if the De-
cade is making a difference and what that
difference is.”?* UNESCO is urging al

torson both formal and informal education;
but knowledgeisrelatively weak among pro-
fessors, teachers and students in schools
and universities.2

Thetimeisright to dedicate adecadeto edu-
cation for sustainable devel opment. Despite
the ambitious action plans outlined in
Agenda 21 in 1992, the intervening years
have seen deterioration in most environmen-
tal, social and economicindicators. However,
thetheoretical framework and practical mod-
elsfor building amore sustainableworld are

0014/001403/140372e.pdf.
5 Draft International |mplementation Scheme
for the United Nations Decade of Education
for Sustainable Devel opment 2005-2014 (11S),
August 2005, p.1. Also see “Highlights on
Progressto Date”, UNESCO, DESD, Septem-
ber 2005, p.2.
6 See www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/
agenda?l1/index.htm.
7 UNESCO, “UN Decade of Education for
Sustainable Devel opment: Linksbetweenthe
Glaobal Initiatives in Education,” Education
for Sustainable Developmentin Action, Tech-
nical Paper No. 1, September 2005.

groups engaged in DESD related activi-
ties to monitor their progress, but
UNESCO will also take responsibility for
thiscritical task.

Dr. Derek Elias, ESD Coordinator at
UNESCO Bangkok, seesthe Decadefrom
thebroadest perspective: “ It encourages
theincorporation of social and economic

A comprehensive approach to
education for sustainable
development is needed, and the
Decade can, if supported, serve asa
catalyst for action at many levels
and across diver se sectors of society.

WWWw.unesco.org/education/desd.
81bid., p.12.

9 See www.unep.org/.

10 See www.iucn.org/themes/cec/educa-
tion/decade_actions.htm.

1 Tilbury, Daniellaand David Wortman,
Engaging Peoplein Sustainability, Com-
mission on Education and Communica-
tion, IUCN, 2004, p. vii.

considerations (from gender equality, in-
digenous knowledge and HIV education to
corporate responsibility and consumption
patterns) in the formulation of educational
policiesacrossall sectors, aswell asthecul-
tural aspects underpinning them. We want
people to start thinking: what are the key
issues of ESD?How do they relate to me (or
my organization) and whatismy roleinrela-
tion to them?” In response to the fear that
theDecadecouldfail to resonatewith people
and end up as“just another initiative,” Elias
warnsthat we cannot overwhelm peoplewith
generic information that is not relevant to
their context. “We need to make aconscious
effort to match people with ideas. For ex-
ample, in aregion as geographically dis-
persed and diverse as Asia-Pacific, it isun-
thinkable to apply the same messages uni-
versaly.”?

The challenges of communication, aware-
ness-raising, and responsibility for ESD in
different parts of the world are indeed sig-
nificant. In Southern countries, versus
Northern, there seemsto be far less distinc-
tion made between environmental education
(EE), which has always been about devel op-
ment, and education for sustainable devel-
opment. In many countriesit isthe ministry
of environment, rather than the ministry of
education, that has assumed responsibility
for ESD and the Decade. Onerepresentative
of the Mexican consortium Complexusclaims
that knowledge of the Decadeisgood among
environmental educatorsfrom the NGO com-
munity in Mexico, who work in various sec-

becoming clearer; theknowledge, skills, and
sensibilities are emerging around the globe.
A comprehensive approach to education for
sustai nable devel opment is needed, and the
Decade can, if supported, serve as a cata-
lyst for action at many levelsand across di-
verse sectors of society.

Wynn Calder isassociate director of ULSF
and serves on the executive committee of
the U.S. Partnership for the DESD. He can
be reached at wcal der @hsus.org.
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gion; and aconference on education for sus-
tainable development in Kingston, Jamaica
on 18-20 October for the Caribbean region.
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20 Email correspondence: from Ally Ashwell
to Wynn Calder, 9 June 2005.

2 See www.deh.gov.au/education/sustain-
able-schools/.

22 See www.aries.mg.edu.au/.

2 See www.ambiental .ws/complexus.

211S, Annex |, p.15.

% Davidson, Steve, “Transforming Think-
ing,” ECOS (Jan-Mar, 2005), 11.

% Email correspondence: from Shafia Slcar
to Wynn Calder, 24 October 2005.



