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Enabling The Future We Want: Education for Sustainable Development in the UK
Manifesto for dialogue, collaboration and action Post Rio+20

Building a new 
alliance to enable 
The Future We Want
Reporting back from the Manifesto launch. Read what our 
‘witnesses’ had to say and the changes we all want to see to get 
The Future We Want



Launch event
The Manifesto was officially launched at the Houses of Parliament on 
Tuesday 17 December 2013 at a lively event, hosted by Environmental 
Audit Select Committee chair Joan Walley MP. Guests at the launch 
included Shadow Schools Minister Kevin Brennan MP, MPs, Education and 
NGO leaders and over 80 people from all aspects of education, business, 
the voluntary sector and lots of children, students and other young people. 
It is their future after all!

This wide range of sector individuals, all of whom are directly affected by 
the issues raised in the manifesto, took part in a challenging, yet inspiring 
round-table discussion asking in terms of the role of education as an 
enabler of sustainable development: ‘what is and what isn’t working, 
and what can I do to make change happen?’ Initiated and led by the 
Environmental Association for Universities and Colleges (EAUC), the 
manifesto is the result of a UK wide consultation with NGOs, government 
funded agencies, government departments, politicians and formal and 
informal education sectors, which took place between November 2012 
and May 2013. 

This was in response to the UN Earth Summit Rio+20 outcome document 
The Future We Want, with organisations from across the tertiary and 
sustainability sectors submitting evidence. This consultation into the 
future of education for sustainable development and the manifesto itself 
acts on the UK’s Rio+20 commitments, both taking account of the global context.

Delegates at the event were from the following organisations:
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• Aggregate Industries
• Anglia Ruskin University
• Ashley C of E Primary School
• Association of Colleges (AOC)
• Benefield Consulting
• Bishops Wood Centre
• Black Environment Network (BEN)
• Bradford Academy
• Bridgend College
• Carbon Trust
• CDP
• Clarkslegal LLP
• Conservative Future
• Cullinan Studio
• EAUC
• Edge Hill University
• Education Dialogue Group
• Forum for the Future
• Globally Responsible Leadership 

Initiative (GRLI) 
• Green Party
• Guardian
• Harper Adams University
• HEFCE
• Higher Education Academy

• House of Commons
• IEMA
• Institute for Outdoor Learning
• Institute of Education
• Keep Britain Tidy
• Leadership for Environment and 

Development (LEAD)
• Leadership Foundation for HE
• London Environmental Education 

Forum
• London South Bank University
• MF Associates
• Mulgrave School
• National Federation of Womens 

Institutes
• NUS Services Ltd
• OFSTED
• Oxfam
• People & Planet
• Plan UK
• Planet Biodiversity
• Plymouth University
• Pollution Tax Association
• Pure Leapfrog
• RSPB

• SEEd
• SES Efficiency
• South Thames College
• Sustainable Schools Alliance
• Sustrans
• Swansea University
• The CADISPA Trust
• The Energy Consortium
• The General Teaching Council for 

Scotland
• The Royal Central School of Speech 

and Drama
• The University Caterers Organisation 

Ltd (TUCO)
• The Wildlife Trusts
• Think Global
• Trafalgar Junior School
• University of Bedfordshire
• University of Bristol
• University of East Anglia
• University of East London
• University of Exeter
• University of Roehampton
• University of Worcester
• WRAP



Witness accounts
The most thought provoking part of the event was the ‘witness accounts’ which saw key players and young 
learners expressing what is and isn’t working from their part of the sector and what is or could be done 
to make change happen. Witnesses included Dom Anderson NUS, Ann Finlayson SEEd, Caroline Lucas MP, 
Steve Egan HEFCE, Mark Drewell GRLI and Miranda Jupp Conservative Future.

Critically we also had representatives from RSPB Youth, Ashling Tierney a student from the University of 
Bristol, Katie Washington Plan UK Youth Ambassador, pupils from Ashley Church of England Primary School 
and pupils from Mulgrave School who expressed their message to music. It was the many young voices at 
the heart of this event which set it apart and doubled its impact. 

As the UK’s sustainability body for tertiary education, the EAUC is committed to providing a voice for its 
Members – representing them on both the UK and international stage. Following the Manifesto launch 
event, Iain Patton, CEO of the EAUC said: 

“The EAUC has a unique role to bring together all education partners. Its  mission is to empower the tertiary 
education sector to drive sustainability to the heart of our universities and colleges. But to do this all UK 
education and sustainability stakeholders have to work more closely, to focus on our common mission and 
build a more linked and coherent approach to ensuring education can enable the future we all want”.

• View the aspirations, commitments and would like to meets captured in 
the round table session entitled: Why and how I’m committing ‘I will if 
you will’ on pages 4 - 5 

• View the witness accounts on pages 6 - 10 

Manifesto
This Manifesto calls on governments, education sectors, NGOs and civil society in the UK to work closely 
together to strengthen the role of education, particularly further and higher education, as an enabler of 
sustainable development. 

This launch event successfully brought together key thinkers who, over mince pies, pledged to continue the 
dialogue long after the event and to collaborate on future actions.

The Manifesto is calling for: 
• Better coordination of efforts and collaboration between governments 

and across government departments on formal and informal learning for 
sustainable development

• Improvement of dialogue between the education sector, civil society and 
government departments

• Enabling education sectors to develop an appropriate curriculum to meet 
current and future sustainability challenges through a realignment of 
funding with ‘The Future We Want’ in mind

• Curriculum change
• Institutional change
• Increased collaboration between NGOs and formal education providers
• Increased collaboration between governments, NGOs, business and 

education sectors to ensure young people are sufficiently prepared for the 
opportunities and challenges of a green and fair economy.

To learn more about the manifesto and the EAUC’s collaborative work 
on Rio+20, please visit www.eauc.org.uk/campaigns 
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“To facilitate teacher trainers 
to teach and anchor ESD in primary 
schools.” University of Bedfordshire 

“Encourage broad debate on issues related 
to ESD within Conservative Futures and 
involve members in dialogue with other 
organisations. I want to focus on importance 
of community in discourse. 
I would like to meet anyone keen to input 
ideas to political discourse on sustainability 
in broad sense.” Conservative Futures 

“My commitment is to embed the ‘Just 
Transition’ principle into the Manifesto. 
Trade Unions are needed to ensure 
that staff are effectively engaged by 
institutions and government.” University 
and College Union

“My commitment is to keep Sustainable 
Development in our grant letter for future 
funding for working in Higher Education. 
I would like to meet David Cameron 
to eyeball him for his renewed 
commitment.” HEFCE 

“Sustainability in the UN’s Education Act - 
sustainability role a central guiding principle 
for all learning everywhere.”

“My commitment is to 
share our experience of 
changing accreditation 
systems to make 
Education for Sustainable 
Development central 
to every learning 
organisation’s 
agenda.” GRLI

“My commitment is to work with 
students to develop a student-led 
and delivered programme 
of CPD for academics 
on Education for Sustainable 
Development/Sustainable 
Development. I’d like to work with 
students to learn from them how 
they think we can 
transform the institution 
to normalise Sustainable 
Development practice and 
learning. I would like to meet 
Ashling Tierney and the Phoenix 
Forum young witnesses.” Swansea 
University 

“My commitment is to identify how 
to better engage academic teams 
to support wider sustainability 
initiatives and integrate within daily 
practice and academic delivery. I’d 
also like to develop closer working 
(partnerships) within colleges and 
schools and an understanding that 
sustainability is integral 
to successful business 
practice.” Edge Hill University 

Aspirations, commitments and would like to meets

During the round table session, all of the attendees shared why and how 
they would commit to getting The Future We Want. Below is just a small 
sample of comments we collected:
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“I would like to give all students and staff in 
education choice over the way they travel 
and I would like to meet the NUS.” Sustrans

“I’d like to see a campaign to get 
sustainability permanently as 
a purpose of education.” 
SEEd

“My commitment is to embed 
sustainability in the Education 
Act so that it cannot change with 
government.” SEEd

“To listen to and LEARN 
from the ‘sharp end’ of 
environmental change: 
Pacific Island and 
small state voices and 
experiences of learning 
with uncertainty.” Cabot 
Institute and Bristol 
University

“My commitment is to support behavioural 
change through education and I’d like 
to meet HEFCE and NUS.” The Energy 
Consortium

“I would like to meet 
the Shadow Secretary 
or Secretary of 
Education.” Mulgrave 
Primary School

“My commitment is to get Education 
for Sustainable Development into the 
curriculum and develop ‘Green 
Leaders’. I would like to meet 
anyone wishing to develop a ‘different’ 
type of leadership development.” 
Mulgrave Primary School

“Perhaps our language is limiting our success? 
How do we link sustainability better with the 
issues and agendas in the minds of leaders? (I 
would like to meet LEAD, BIS and OXFAM.” EAUC 

“My commitment is to identify members of 
ethnic minority communities 
willing to speak in schools about examples/
situations they are in touch with across the 
world. There is an opportunity to extend 
school/community programmes around 
Sustainable Development. I would like to meet 
schools, educational institutions, leadership 
organisations.” Black Environment Network

“My commitment is shaping 
futures to move sustainability 
to the centre ground of 
university leadership so as 
to develop students equipped to 
solve tomorrow’s problems! I am 
committed to doing so. I would like 
to meet all university leaders, policy 
makers and founders.” Leadership 
Foundation for Higher Education

“I’d like to work out how to greatly 
improve training of builders, engineers, 
labourers, technicians in ‘green’ skills.” 
Green Party

“I’d like to investigate the impact of 
values on sustainable behaviour. I 
would like to meet: others involved 
in values education.” Environmental 
Education Advisors Association 
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The key to effective promotion of ESD is to look outward. The broader the debate and 
discussion of sustainability, the bigger the pool of ideas we will have to draw from. 

Engaging young minds is especially important, not only as fresh perspectives are vital to 
progress, but also to raise awareness that these are matters that impact upon our futures.
To encourage widespread adoption of ESD, communication and cooperation with the 

business community is also important: looking at things in a positive nature, for example in terms 
of bringing down costs, is far more appealing to those not initially interested in sustainability 
than a list of don’ts.

Combining these two aspects to create a competitive marketplace of ideas in the area of 
sustainability is the most realistic means by which we can encourage rapid progress. It has the 
potential to incentivise the best minds to focus in this area, gain the support of business and 
stimulate some regard for sustainability considerations in the majority of decisions. Economic 
and environmental goals are not incompatible, and potential to incorporate consideration of 
community issues is a further benefit of such an approach.

In general we need to  be careful not to be blinded to the opportunities of working with 
other groups on grounds of perceived conflict of goals. Any contribution, however small, from 
businesses and communities is a positive one, and must be encouraged rather than treated with 
suspicion.

Alice Walker once wisely said “I see children, all children, as humanity’s most precious resource, 
because it will be to them that the care of the planet will always be left.” Anyone who spends 
time around young children in particular cannot help but be struck by their awe and wonder 
at the natural world, by their strong sense of justice and fairness, by the joy they find in the 

simplest of things and by the urge to do, to act, to find solutions. Education that enables a better 
future is about nurturing those qualities, both in children and in ourselves. 

Crucially, for me, it’s also as much about how we learn as what we learn. A sustainable future means 
making the shift from a passive consumer society to more of an active ‘producer society.’ Education is 
how we ensure more of us have the skills, experience and understanding to enable such a shift.

In other words the challenge for educators for sustainable development is not simply to enable 
business as usual tweaked to be slightly less damaging. The challenge is to completely transform our 
relationships with one another and with our environment. 

One concept that I think has enormous potential to make this happen is sharing. Sharing our finite 
resources, for example, and also proactively sharing responsibility for making decisions about them, as 
well as the consequences of those decisions. Sharing is about the desire to tell a very different story to 
the ones that have failed us so far. 

A story in which endless economic growth is not the main plot, the lead characters or the beginning 
middle and end of the narrative.

I especially like the idea of sharing being at the heart of sustainable education and a sustainable future 
because it can help to stop people feeling guilty. It has the potential to be so transformative because 
it gives us a glow that would be much more common in the kind of future I want to enable. It’s an 
antidote to the way environmental change in particular is so often framed.

I am going to end with some more words from Alice Walker. She writes: “The most common way 
people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.” Education for the future is about 
learning we can give and take power. That if we want a different kind of world then we need a 
shared sense of purpose, of vision and of ambition. And that each of us needs to become a story 
teller as well as a listener.

Witness statements

Caroline Lucas, 
MP

Miranda Jupp, 
Conservative 
Future
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These ‘witnesses’ are key players and young learners who express what is 
and isn’t working from their part of the sector and what is or could be done 
to make change happen. 



Universities are full of very clever students and very clever academics and they constitute 
an unimaginable wealth of knowledge and creative thinking. Our mission is to get as many 
of these academic minds on board with the Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 

agenda. We do this not by telling them what to do, but by offering them tailored support. We 
respect their time constraints. We give them what they want, when they need it. We have set in 
place frameworks to support academic training and offer reflective opportunities through official 
education review channels. 

Our ESD Network encourages the sharing of ideas, best practice and interdisciplinary initiatives. 
We are making ESD at Bristol: normal and expected; fully supported; and relevant to each 
subject, rather than arbitrarily bolted on to the curriculum. 

Now that we have these mechanisms in place, academics can feel more confident in their 
provision of ESD and respond to student demand in this area. In the beginning, our ESD efforts 
focused on academics, but we are also moving onto students thanks to a substantial award from 
the NUS Green Fund, which has funded the UBU ‘Get Green’ project. The student voice is now a 
key target for us and we have already determined a range of achievable and exciting student-led 
ideas ready to roll out over the next two years.

We have shown that a small team can do a great deal of work, getting a University-wide ESD 
strategy in place, creating academic networks, and achieving national recognition. However, 
ESD typically still sits precariously at the edge of Universities’ agendas and needs to move to 
the forefront. We need to invest in our collective future and continue to improve our education 
provision nationally and ESD is an excellent mechanism with which to do this.

“You have let me down” - Amy Smith, RSPB youth - London South Bank University 
conference 2006

It’s 50 years since Rachel Carson and Silent Spring and it’s 50 years since forerunner of SEEd, CEE, 
began with the express purpose of getting environmental education into all schools.

What was happening globally? In 1970 ,UNESCO and UNEP created the first definition of EE. 
In 1977, the first global EE goals were established by UNESCO at Tbilisi. And we are now in the 
2005- 2014 Decade for ESD!

But in the UK it has come and gone – EE or ESD was never consolidated or made safe. That is why 
we have begun exploring a campaign to embed sustainability as a purpose of education for once 
and for all.

It is time for us to reflect on what we have achieved so far, and I believe it’s time to think 
differently. What will really unlock the resistance we continue to meet to embedding ESD?
I suggest we need new thinking, not more of the same.

New thinking is to engage new people, not just the pioneers. While also recognising the 
incredible amount of work that has been done and is being done. 

So it’s time to stop just promoting your individual pet approach, your pet theory, your model, 
your campaign or your business plan. It’s time we all saw ourselves as a collective whole - a 
movement. So our campaign, ELSA, the Sustainable School Alliance are SEEd’s commitments to 
that movement. Join us!

You are about to hear from 2 outstanding schools, with outstanding leadership where the 
students are lucky enough to have ESD embedded - but we are letting down the current and 
future Amy Smiths if we don’t work to make sure this is every child/ students experience and 
preparation for their sustainable future.

Witness statements

Aisling Tierney, 
Student at 
University of 
Bristol

Ann Finlayson, 
SEEd
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A sustainable future to us is not just thinking about our environment or atmosphere or waste or 
energy. It’s about what we do and the way we live every day.

So we think it’s really important that sustainability is included in all our learning. It should be part of 
the curriculum and part of the school. When we learn about sustainability we are able to apply our 
classroom knowledge to real life projects. It brings our learning to life and makes it make sense.

In our sustainability learning we get opportunities to share what we do by presenting our projects to 
others like today! This means we can help others to learn to live more sustainably, too. We also take 
our learning outside the classroom and build links with our local community such as allotment growers 
and artists. What is really exciting is that we talk about sustainability with other children in other 
countries around the world. We teach each other about what we are doing to live in a better way.

When we started learning about sustainability, we focused first on energy and linking energy use to 
climate change. If we are doing electricity and circuits in our science, we think we should also learn 
where our electricity comes from and whether it comes from a clean energy source. 

We have learnt why it is good to use less energy. So we measure our energy every day and set 
ourselves targets that we try to meet. If we meet them we get a reward. Everyone knows how we are 
doing. We have won 2 international awards for our energy saving projects and we have measured our 
energy for over 6 years. We have saved lots of money, too.

The second big project we have linked to sustainability is growing our own food and learning how 
to cook our seasonal, organic produce. Our kitchen cooks help us with this. Earlier this term in 
preparation for our Harvest Festival we made three seasonal soups with vegetables and herbs we had 
grown in our grounds. When we grow food, harvest food and prepare food in our school kitchen, we 
learn lots of really important skills that will help us when we grow up. 

At the end of our meals we weigh our food waste to see how much has been thrown away and what 
it is. The food is then composted and dug back into the soil so there is no waste. The food weighing 
means we learn maths in our lunchtimes. Learning is not just what we do in the classroom.

The third main focus has been to learn about biodiversity and wildlife. When we understand about 
something like local biodiversity, then we want to care for it. So we have planted lots of wildflowers 
across our field. This helps our bees who get the nectar and pollen from the flowers and the bees then 
pollinate our fruits so that we have a good crop in the autumn. It’s a win – win. When we help nature, 
nature helps us.

Now in school sustainability is linked to every enquiry of learning every half-term. We learn about 
traffic and pollution, water conservation, community partnerships and Fairtrade to name just a few. 
We have 42 enquiries that help us to really understand the issues and to see what we can do to 
make them better. And each term we run our own Design for Change projects. We know we can do 
something to make a difference.

When we are older and no longer at school, we think we will know how to live sustainable lives 
because of all of the creative learning projects we have done at this age. We haven’t just done these 
projects with other children in school. We have worked together with our wider community in our 
town and around the world.

So in conclusion, we believe sustainability is about sowing the seeds now when we are young. If we 
try and sow them when it’s too late our planet will be the opposite of the harmonious world we want 
because we didn’t learn how to use our knowledge of sustainability when it mattered. 

Please help us to sow the seeds so that we can grow the food and the trees and the future we all 
want… before it’s too late! 

Witness statements

Sam Bradley 
and Maisy 
Gilligan, Ashley 
CofE Primary 
School, Walton 
on Thames 
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I have been working with Plan UK since I was 11 years old. I am nearly 23 - so this is a
long time. Plan is a global children’s charity which works in the world’s poorest countries
with children and young people to help them better their futures and the communities

they live in.

Today, I would like to draw your attention to the importance of engaging and consulting with
youth within Education for Sustainable Development and highlight the role of children and
young people not only as educated but as the educators.

I will assume, hopefully not mistakenly, that in this room, we are all on the same page in
our belief of the importance of youth participation - especially on decisions and
processes that directly impact and shape their lives. I really hope that today I do not need
to stand here and sell to you the value of meaningful youth participation.

However, what I would like to do is draw your attention to the importance of the
continuance of youth participation in shaping our post-2015 world, and I would like to ask
you all, as decision makers and stakeholders, to ensure that youth stay at the heart of the
‘future we want’ dialogue. Especially when we are talking about education.

Most recently I have represented young people from the UK and Europe during the UN
High Level Panel post-2015 consultation process. The high level panel invited young
people to engage in thematic and technical conversations about what a post-2015
development agenda might look like. We were engaged throughout all stages of the
process from the first meeting in London to the final meeting in Bali.

Youth participation in the post-2015 process is a perfect example of why young people
should be involved at all levels of decision making and my argument is: if we are serious
about driving sustainability right into the heart of education, we MUST work directly with
young people and continue in the nature of the post-2015 process to ensure youth are not
only consulted but are thoroughly engaged and even lead the way forward.

In my opinion, children and young people are the biggest stakeholders in Education for
Sustainable Development. Not only as the ones being educated but as the educators.
When we say the word “education” we immediately think of the formal education that
exists in our schools, colleges, and universities. However, in reality, for many young
people across the world, school is not the place where they truly learn the importance of
global responsibility.

For some youth, they don’t even have access to education. But this is a reality that we are
all inexplicably aware of. What we are not so aware of is the role that these youth play in
educating themselves and others. As a generation of communicators, youth are
unbelievably successful at reaching out in ways previous generations have not. Social
media, the internet, and innovation have enabled youth to educate themselves, their
peers, and their communities, outside of the formal classroom setting.

An example of this is in Bangladesh where children and youth have been leading
awareness raising campaigns about sustainability and resilience in their communities.
They have been going from door to door educating their friends and neighbours on how
they can live more sustainably. In Brazil, young people lead workshops on the importance
of sustainability on a regular basis and mobilise community action for change.
Therefore we need to not only focus on how to implement Education for Sustainable
Development through formal and traditional means but we also need to look to non-formal
education mechanisms.

Youth participation is not a privilege - it is a right, and if we want to have any success in
education becoming a driver of sustainability, young people have to be right at the heart
of this process. Furthermore, we must not only engage youth but we need to mobilise
youth, as experts of their own lives, to implement non-formal education mechanisms for
sustainable development. Then, I think we will make progress.

Witness statements

Katie 
Washington, 
Plan UK Youth 
Representative
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Young people must be taught the importance of the natural environment, so that when they 
grow up they will genuinely care about the world they live in, and do everything they can 
to protect it. Teaching the science behind global warming is extremely important, as only 
once young people have understood what climate change is and more importantly why it is 

happening, will they actively work towards making our world more sustainable. The current methods 
of reducing climate change should also be widely taught, from the science behind solar panels and 
wind turbines to the simplicities of reducing energy consumptions by switching off unused appliances. 

However, simply teaching the basic facts and statistics is not enough, as students will not truly 
engage with and act upon this information as long as they see it as simply something that is part of 
the curriculum. Because of this, young people must be given the chance to experience the outdoor 
world for themselves, through school field trips, organised activities, clubs and more. Nothing is more 
important than allowing young people to learn about and truly appreciate the world for what it is; 
something that must be cherished and looked after rather than something that is merely studied in a 
classroom.

Many of the students today will grow up to work in jobs that will directly influence the sustainability of 
our country, and even those in different lines of work will have a huge impact on our future because of 
their lifestyles and attitudes towards sustainability.

If the children and teenagers of today understand the importance of sustainable development, and 
so the urgency with which we must act to become more sustainable, then we will be setting up our 
country to have a better future. 

I firmly believe that education about sustainability must go hand in hand with the action of companies 
and organisations, as any impact we make will be lost if young people cannot see that what we are 
teaching them is so important that it is taken seriously by everyone.

I am a member of the RSPB’s Phoenix forum and I also organise and run a wildlife group 
for young people aged 8-18 on my local reserve. I became interested in wildlife and the 
environment at a very young age.  I grew up in quite a rural area where many childhood 
experiences included something to do with the outdoors, whether it was playing games on the 

mountain with my friends or bird watching, 

I believe that this helped us learn many skills on how life works, socially and environmentally. But not 
every child has the chance to do these things and I personally know that even as little as two hours a 
month of environmentally engaging activities can make a big difference to young people’s thoughts 
and feeling, so it is important to give young people the chance to get involved with the environment 
and sustainability via the national curriculum.

I think that subjects could engage with the environment more. For example in science lessons we 
learnt about species evolution and what conditions animal and plant life need to thrive, but for most 
of the people in my class these were just words that they needed to remember for an exam. I think we 
need to start doing things like having practicals that demonstrate how those subjects link in with the 
environment and sustainability. Schools could also offer pupils the chance to get involved with award 
schemes that will get people of any academic, physical and social ability doing stuff outdoors that will 
help them achieve something that they may of not thought they could achieve, for example the John 
Muir award scheme, this can greatly boost a child’s confidence in every aspect of society. 

In most schools there are tutorial sessions that help tackle life problems. In these sessions and in other 
subjects, schools should teach young people how to live more sustainably and why they should do 
so. This would include teaching them about the environmental benefits as well as showing them the 
direct effects on their lives e.g. lower energy bills from saving electricity. Even though the pupils are an 
essential part as they will make the future, teachers also play a massive part in forming young people 
lives and views. I think it would be a good idea to have more courses run to educate teachers on 
environmental issues and how to tackle them. This will mean that more teachers have an accurate 
understanding of the environment and are therefore better equipped to encourage students to get 
involved with the environment and sustainability.

”

Alison Jackson, 
RSPB Youth

Ben Rees, 
RSPB Youth 

“

“
”
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Contact: Consultation Secretariat, Environmental Association for Universities 
and Colleges (EAUC), University of Gloucestershire, Park Campus, 

Cheltenham, GL50 2RH, info@eauc.org.uk, www.eauc.org.uk
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