
A Framework for Discussing the Role of Tertiary Education in Sustainable Development 

at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) 

 

 

The Challenge: 

 The purpose of this document is to provide a framework to facilitate the discussion of the 

role of tertiary education (TE) in sustainable development with the intent of that discussion 

leading to a collective position paper that would inform delegates to the 2012 United Nations 

Conference on Sustainable Development referred to as Rio+20. For clarification, any and all 

reference to TE institutions assumes the representation of the views of academic and non-

academic staff, as well as students. 

 When the original Rio Conference was held in 1992 and produced Agenda 21, The 

United Nations Programme of Action from Rio, there was limited discussion among those in the 

TE community about the contributions and role that tertiary education could make to expand an 

understanding of sustainable development through the research, educational activities and 

operational modeling of sustainable practices.  Consequently, there is little in Agenda 21 that 

references the role of TE in sustainable development
1
.  However, much has changed in the past 

two decades. Around the world in a variety of national and cultural contexts, tertiary education 

has become a significant force in the discussion and implementation of sustainable development. 

TE institutions have demonstrated that they can and must address issues of sustainability in not 

only teaching and research but also in operations and administration.  Indeed, in the best 

circumstances these are woven together so that sustainable development is demonstrated in an 

integrated way to enable an institution’s internal community to understand (through practice) 

sustainable development and to extend that understanding throughout the surrounding 

community. To ensure that the emerged and emerging roles of TE in sustainable development 

are not ignored we suggest that a set of discussions be held so that a shared view can be prepared 

to provide input into the Rio+20 Compilation Document. 

 

Background: 

 The Rio+20 Conference has the following stated focus:   

“The focus of the Conference will include the following themes to be discussed and 

refined during the preparatory process: a green economy in the context of sustainable 

development and poverty eradication and the institutional framework for sustainable 

development”. 

 Thus, the conference discussion will be shaped around three specific elements and their 

integration:  1) to secure renewed political commitment for sustainable development; 2) green 

economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication: views regarding 

how green economy can be a means to achieve sustainable development in its three dimensions; 

and 3) institutional framework for sustainable development: Priorities and proposals for 

                                                           
1
 The clearest reference to TE is in Chapter 36.5 i) Countries could support university and other tertiary activities 

and networks for environmental and development education. Cross-disciplinary courses could be made available to 
all students. Existing regional networks and activities and national university actions which promote research and 
common teaching approaches on sustainable development should be built upon, and new partnerships and bridges 
created with the business and other independent sectors, as well as with all countries for technology, know-how, 
and knowledge exchange; 
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strengthening individual pillars of sustainable development, as well as those for strengthening 

integration of the three pillars, at multiple levels – local, national, regional and international. 

 Input and contributions to the Compilation Document are expected to address the 

following questions: 

a. What are the expectations for the outcome of Rio+20, and what are the concrete 

proposals in this regard, including views on a possible structure of the Outcome 

document? 

b. What are the comments, if any, on existing proposals: e.g., a green economy roadmap, 

framework for action, sustainable development goals, a revitalized global partnership for 

sustainable development, or others? 

c. What are the views on implementation and on how to close the implementation gap, 

which relevant actors are envisaged as being involved (Governments, specific Major 

Groups, UN system, IFIs, etc.); 

d. What specific cooperation mechanisms, partnership arrangements or other 

implementation tools are envisaged and what is the relevant time frame for the proposed 

decisions to be reached and actions to be implemented? 

 

The Response: 

 It seems apparent that the TE sector can make significant contributions to this discussion 

within the framework provided by the UNCSD organizers.  We might want to recast the 

questions above to specifically address TE.  Recast they might read: 

a)  How can TE help shape the Outcomes Document of Rio+20 so that the contributions 

of TE are recognized and used in conjunction with other sectors?  (i.e. What does TE 

want from the Outcomes Document?) 

b)  What does TE do that contributes to a green economy through it operations, research 

and educational activities and how can that be done in ways that support the three 

dimensions of sustainable development? 

c) Where does TE fit into the implementation processes of sustainable development and 

how can we measure our progress and effectiveness in implementation? 

d)  What partnerships within and between TE institutions, among NGOs that support TE 

institutions in their sustainability efforts, and among TE institutions and their surrounding 

communities (including business and industry) will be most effective in creating models 

and principles for sustainable development and how can these models and principles be 

used elsewhere? 

These questions can serve as a framework for discussions that will lead to  a document that can 

be submitted by signatory NGOs and institutions for inclusion in the Compilation Document and 

can serve as a beginning for further conversations and deliberations both before, during, and after 

the Rio+20 meetings.  In addition, said document or its later permutations can be circulated 

among the delegates at Rio+20 to validate the value of the role of TE in establishing sustainable 

development.  

 

This framework was developed through the collaborative efforts of: 

 

   


