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Bridging policy and practice: Advancing 
sustainability within Wales’ post-16 education 
sector    
Briefing 

 

 

 

In October 2025, EAUC hosted a 
sustainability roundtable at Aberdare Hall, 
Cardiff University, bringing together senior 
representatives from colleges, universities, 
government departments, awarding and 
regulatory bodies, and student 
organisations. The event, chaired by 
Professor Neil Glasser, aimed to strengthen 
collaboration across Wales’ tertiary 
education sector in advancing sustainability 
as a strategic and systemic priority. 

The session was convened as part of EAUC’s 
five nations commitment, which seeks to 
ensure its work across Wales, Scotland, 
Northern Ireland, England and the Republic 
of Ireland is equitable, fit-for-purpose and 
context specific. 

 

 

The roundtable provided an opportunity to: 

• Explore how the Well-being of Future 
Generations (Wales) Act can be 
further embedded in post-16 
education as a practical decision-
making and governance tool. 

• Strengthen collaboration between 
further and higher education, 
government, and sector stakeholders 
to align sustainability, education, and 
skills strategies. 

• Identify policy levers, funding 
mechanisms, and practical actions 
that can enable institutions to adopt 
whole-institution approaches to 
sustainability. 

• Shape how tertiary education can 
contribute to a just transition, 
ensuring that Wales’ communities, 
workforce, and learners are equipped 
to thrive in a sustainable future.

• Wales’ tertiary sector is working to embed the Well-being of Future Generations Act 
more deeply into leadership, governance, and strategic decision-making to drive long-
term sustainability. 

• Stronger policy coherence, stable funding, and cross-sector collaboration are essential 
to accelerate whole-institution approaches to sustainability and ensure consistent 
progress across Wales’ tertiary system. 

• Institutions, government, communities and employers must work together to embed 
sustainability across curricula, develop future-focused green skills, and build the 
capacity needed for a net-zero Wales. 
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Wales is internationally recognised for its 
strong legislative commitment to 
sustainability, most notably through the 
Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) 
Act. This landmark legislation places a 
statutory duty on public bodies, including 
educational institutions, to protect the long-
term well-being of people and the planet. 
Within this context, the post-16 education 
sector has an essential role to play in 
developing the knowledge, skills, and 
behaviours needed to create a just and 
sustainable future, and shaping society for 
the better.  

Post-16 education providers in Wales are 
already making important strides in 
sustainability, through curriculum 
innovation, campus decarbonisation, and 
partnerships that link research, skills, and 
community impact. However, several 
systemic challenges continue to limit 
progress in adopting whole-institution 
approaches that meaningfully integrate 
sustainability across curricula, 
qualifications, operations, and governance. 
These include inconsistent policy and 
funding frameworks, competing priorities, 
and, in a majority of cases, limited 
confidence or capacity within institutions. 

At the same time, vocational education 
often reflects immediate employer demand, 
which may not yet capture the full need for 
green skills in areas such as renewable 
energy or the circular economy. Alongside 
this, there is a parallel and equally important 
need to ensure that all learners, regardless 

of discipline, develop broader sustainability 
competencies, such as systems thinking, 
values, and literacy, that underpin a just 
transition to net zero.  

Stronger collaboration between education 
providers, awarding bodies, professional, 
statutory, and regulatory bodies (PSRBs) and 
government will be essential to align Wales’ 
sustainability, education and net zero 
strategies. This includes enabling 
institutions to innovate and adapt, investing 
in curriculum development, and creating 
shared frameworks that anticipate, rather 
than simply react to, the future needs of 
society and the economy.  

This roundtable therefore brought together 
leaders from further and higher education, 
government departments, awarding bodies, 
and student organisations to explore how we 
can work together to fulfil the ambitions of 
the Well-being of Future Generations Act. By 
embedding sustainability into the core 
purpose of post-16 education and advancing 
whole-institution approaches, we can create 
an education system that not only prepares 
learners for the future but actively shapes a 
thriving, sustainable Wales. 

Discussions were held under the Chatham 
House Rule, enabling participants to share 
perspectives openly and explore 
opportunities for collective action. As a 
result, neither attendees nor the 
organisations or institutions they 
represented are named individually.
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The Well-being of Future Generations 
(Wales) Act remains a globally recognised 
framework for sustainable development, 
placing a statutory duty on public bodies to 
consider long-term social, environmental, 
and economic well-being in decision-
making. Participants at the roundtable 
discussed how tertiary education can 
deepen its alignment with the Act, 
transforming it into a living framework that 
drives institutional strategy, governance, 
and culture. 

 

Participants agreed that while the Act 
provides a world-leading model, its visibility 
and application across the tertiary sector 
are inconsistent. Some institutions have 
embedded the Act into their strategic plans, 
yet face challenges in translating its 
principles into operational practice. Others 
incorporate it into teaching rather than 
governance, suggesting the need for a more 
systematic, whole-institution approach.  

The group emphasised that the strength of 
the Act lies in how decisions are made, 
embedding its five ways of working (long-
term, prevention, integration, collaboration, 
and involvement), rather than prescribing 
specific outcomes. To achieve this, 
participants suggested that the Welsh 
Government’s own approach could be 
mirrored within tertiary institutions through 
clearer integration into governance 
structures, curriculum design, and 
institutional performance frameworks. 

Improving communication and accessibility 
of the Act was seen as crucial. Participants 

proposed using visual tools or mapping 
exercises to make the relationship between 
the seven Well-being Goals and the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
more tangible for educators and students. 
This would also reinforce the message that 
the Act and the SDGs are complementary 
rather than competing frameworks. 

Funding and regulation were identified as 
critical levers for alignment. Medr was noted 
for beginning to apply the Act as a lens for 
funding decisions and reviewing frameworks 
to ensure investments align with net zero 
and sustainability objectives. However, 
participants highlighted ongoing barriers, 
including: 

• Fragmented policy cycles    

• Lack of policy consistency in terms of 
consistent explicit reference to 
sustainability 

• Short-term funding mechanisms 

• Lack of leadership engagement with 
the Act 

• Limited institutional capacity, which 
collectively constrains long-term 
sustainability planning. 

The discussion underscored that while the 
Well-being of Future Generations Act 
provides a strong foundation, embedding it 
meaningfully in tertiary education requires 
consistent leadership, coherent policy 
alignment, and accountability mechanisms. 
A clearer framework for application, 
supported by targeted investment and 
shared sector guidance, could enable 
institutions to use the Act as a genuine driver 
of cultural and systemic change across 
education in Wales. 

 

 

https://www.gov.wales/national-indicators-mapping-well-being-and-un-sustainable-development-goals-interactive-tool
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In the context of post-industrial Wales, 
tertiary education institutions are uniquely 
positioned to act as catalysts for a just 
transition, ensuring that the move to a 
sustainable, net-zero economy benefits 
communities equitably and leaves no one 
behind. The roundtable explored how 
universities and colleges can help 
communities adapt, thrive, and lead in this 
transition through skills development, 
research, and place-based collaboration. 

 

Participants recognised the importance of 
balancing immediate workforce needs with 
long-term sustainability goals. Addressing 
existing skills shortages in sectors such as 
construction, manufacturing, and renewable 
energy must go hand-in-hand with 
anticipating the new roles and 
competencies that will emerge in the 
coming decade. This requires developing 
adaptability, critical thinking, and ‘learning 
to relearn’ as core attributes for future 
workers. 

The discussion also highlighted the need for 
greater policy and industrial coherence. The 
absence of a long-term UK industrial 
strategy has historically made it difficult for 
institutions and employers to align training 
with national priorities. The group reflected 
that the UK Industrial Strategy should be 
treated as the default framework for 
informing decisions about future skills 
transitions and upskilling, with the Welsh 
dimension assessed against wider 
economic indicators and evidence-based 
research from industry bodies; particularly 

regarding the needs of small and medium 
sized enterprises (SMEs) and the innovation 
capacities required to drive a more 
sustainable economy. At the same time, 
while many businesses understand 
sustainability through the lenses of 
innovation, efficiency and productivity, the 
term ‘green skills’ can still feel abstract or 
disconnected from their day-to-day work, 
underscoring the need for clearer, more 
practical language and policy alignment. 

International examples, such as Norway’s 
‘competency broker’ model, were cited as 
potential inspirations for Wales. These 
brokers act as intermediaries connecting 
education providers with industry needs, 
ensuring curricula remain responsive to 
economic transitions. Locally, Welsh 
institutions are already piloting similar 
models, linking STEM innovation and 
research to regional employers. 

Participants also stressed the need to value 
cultural and heritage skills as part of a just 
transition, recognising their role in 
maintaining community identity and 
resilience. Expanding adult and modular 
learning pathways was seen as essential to 
support lifelong upskilling, while stronger 
coordination between FE, HE, and local 
industry could help ensure that all 
communities benefit equally from the green 
transition. 

Participants concluded that delivering a just 
transition in Wales depends on creating 
adaptive, inclusive learning ecosystems 
rooted in regional partnerships. By 
connecting sustainability, community well-
being, and innovation, tertiary institutions 
can help drive both economic and social 
renewal, ensuring that the shift to net zero 
supports opportunity, equity, and resilience 
across Wales.



 

  

  

Embedding sustainability within 
qualifications and teaching was identified as 
one of the most significant challenges - and 
opportunities - for Wales’ tertiary education 
sector. The roundtable explored how 
institutions can better integrate 
sustainability across curricula, strengthen 
educator confidence, and develop skills that 
prepare learners for the jobs and challenges 
of the now and the future. 

 

Participants agreed that although 
sustainability features in qualifications such 
as the Advanced Skills Baccalaureate 
Wales, implementation remains uneven and 
is often dependent on individual or 
institutional priorities and capacity. Many 
educators lack confidence and resources to 
teach sustainability effectively, with 74% 
reporting limited training or professional 
development in this area (ETF, 2022). 

Expanding teacher training and CPD 
opportunities was therefore seen as 
essential. Carbon Literacy Training (CLT) 
was noted as a useful starting point for 
strengthening foundational sustainability 
literacy, but participants emphasised that 
educators also need subject-specific 
support, practical resources, and ongoing 
professional development tailored to their 
roles. Several institutions have begun 
auditing their curricula to identify where 
sustainability is embedded and where gaps 
persist, but the sector still lacks a shared 
language or framework for measuring and 
communicating progress. 

When discussing green skills, participants 
called for a more future-oriented and flexible 
policy framework. Many Welsh businesses 

already engage in sustainable practices 
across finance, procurement, and 
innovation, yet do not identify this as ‘green 
skills’. Reframing the agenda as ‘skills for a 
sustainable and prosperous future’ could 
broaden its relevance and encourage greater 
engagement. Participants also emphasised 
that SMEs, given their central role in Wales’ 
economy, are often best placed to identify 
emerging skills needs and the capabilities 
required to unlock sustainable economic 
growth. Closer public–private partnerships 
were seen as essential to ensure that 
industrial policy and skills planning remain 
aligned with real-world challenges. 

Participants further stressed the need to 
reward collaboration and innovation rather 
than short-term outputs. Shared investment 
models, regional skills pilots, and public-
private partnerships were proposed as 
mechanisms to bridge the gap between 
research, education, and workforce 
development. Stability in funding and policy 
cycles was seen as a prerequisite for 
institutions to plan strategically for emerging 
industries like offshore wind, biosciences, 
and sustainable construction. 

Finally, the conversation recognised the role 
of AI and digital innovation as enablers for 
green and transferable skills development. 
Participants emphasised that learners 
should not only acquire sustainability 
knowledge but also have opportunities to 
apply it through experiential learning, 
projects, placements, and applied research. 

Ultimately, embedding sustainability into 
qualifications and skills development will 
require a coordinated, long-term strategy 
that invests in educator capability, aligns 
policy with future workforce needs, and 
ensures learners gain the competencies to 
navigate and shape a sustainable economy. 
Wales has the foundations to lead globally in 
this space, but success will depend on 
collaboration and consistency across the 
education system.           

https://www.et-foundation.co.uk/resources/esd/esd-research/experiences-of-esd-in-the-fe-and-training-sector/
https://carbonliteracy.com/


 

  

  

A recurring theme throughout the roundtable 
was the need for joined-up policy and 
collaborative action across Wales’ tertiary 
education ecosystem. Participants 
discussed how stronger partnerships, 
funding alignment, and knowledge exchange 
between institutions, government, and 
industry can accelerate progress toward net 
zero and sustainability goals. 

 

Participants agreed that policy coherence 
across FE, HE, and government is essential 
to embed sustainability system-wide. Better 
alignment between education, economic 
development, and climate strategies could 
help ensure that sustainability is not treated 
as a parallel agenda but as a core purpose of 
post-16 education. 

Institutions were encouraged to build on 
existing mechanisms, such as Regional 
Skills Partnerships and Public Service 
Boards, to strengthen local collaboration 
and ensure national objectives are 
implemented in place-based ways.  

 

 

Connecting pre-16 and post-16 pathways 
was also seen as vital to create a consistent 
sustainability journey for learners 
throughout their education. 

Funding was highlighted as both a barrier 
and an opportunity. Participants noted that 
Medr and private sector partnerships could 
be leveraged to fund sustainability-led 
innovation, including regional pilots or 
cross-sector research initiatives. Similarly, 
scaling effective training models and 
promoting visibility of successful case 
studies could help mainstream 
sustainability beyond early adopters. 

Participants proposed maintaining shared 
forums such as the roundtable to facilitate 
cross-sector dialogue, allowing educators, 
policymakers, and employers to share 
learning and coordinate responses to 
emerging sustainability challenges. 

Overall, the discussion made clear that 
systemic transformation requires 
collaboration, policy stability, and shared 
purpose. By fostering long-term 
partnerships, aligning funding mechanisms, 
and embedding sustainability across policy 
frameworks, Wales’ tertiary sector can build 
the collective capacity needed to deliver on 
its national sustainability and net zero 
ambition.

 

 



 

  

  

 
Discussions across the roundtable highlighted a shared understanding that achieving systemic 
sustainability in post-16 education requires collaboration rather than competition and criticism. 
Participants recognised the interconnected nature of challenges across policy, funding, 
leadership, and practice, and emphasised that progress depends on every part of the system 
playing its role. Reflecting this, the following recommendations are divided between 
policymakers, industry and sector bodies, and the tertiary education sector, recognising their 
complementary responsibilities in bridging policy and practice to accelerate whole-system 
sustainability, skills development, and long-term climate leadership.  

Strengthen policy and funding alignment 
 

• Integrate sustainability outcomes across all education and economic development 
policies to ensure coherence between the Well-being of Future Generations Act, Net Zero 
Wales, and other strategies related to post-16 education and skills.  

• Introduce multi-year, ring-fenced funding frameworks that enable colleges and 
universities to plan long-term sustainability and decarbonisation initiatives, avoiding 
short-term project cycles that limit strategic progress. 

• Use funding levers, through Medr and Welsh Government programmes, to incentivise 
innovation and cross-sector collaboration rather than short-term output metrics. 

 
Embed the Well-being of Future Generations Act in education governance 
 

• Develop a sector-wide guidance framework on how tertiary institutions can 
operationalise the Act across governance, curriculum, estates, and community 
engagement. 

• Encourage institutions to align existing reporting processes with the seven Well-being 
Goals, ensuring transparency and accountability. 

• Support training for senior leaders, governors, and policymakers to build a shared 
understanding of how to apply the Act’s five ways of working (long-term, prevention, 
integration, collaboration, involvement) in education policy decisions. 

 
Create a coordinated framework for green and future skills 
 

• Develop a Wales Future-Ready Skills Framework to anticipate long-term workforce needs 
in emerging sectors such as renewable energy, sustainable construction, and the circular 
economy. 

• Strengthen coordination between government departments, Medr, Regional Skills 
Partnerships, and awarding bodies to align curricula and qualifications with national net 
zero and just transition goals. 

• Invest in lifelong learning and modular learning pathways, ensuring flexibility for adult 
learners and workers transitioning from carbon-intensive sectors. 
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• Welsh Government should explore future Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTP) models 
to encourage SME collaboration with HE and FE institutions, offering grant incentives for 
long term partnerships. 

 
Invest in educator training and capacity-building 
 

• Mandate that teacher and lecturer professional standards include sustainability literacy. 
• Fund sector-wide sustainability CPD for all educators and institutional leaders, 

contextualised to the Welsh policy and linguistic environment. 
• Provide subject-specific support, practical resources, and ongoing professional 

development tailored to educators’ roles. 
 
Foster regional and community collaboration 
 

• Encourage place-based partnerships linking FE, HE, local authorities, and public bodies 
to deliver shared community climate and skills initiatives. 

• Position tertiary institutions as anchor institutions within regional sustainability 
strategies, integrating them into local decarbonisation, nature restoration, and social 
equity projects and initiatives. 

• Strengthen the link between tertiary education and Public Service Boards, ensuring 
education’s role in achieving the seven Well-being Goals is visible at local levels. 

Foster regional and cross-sector collaboration 
 

• Strengthen partnerships between industry, awarding bodies, and tertiary education 
providers to align training and qualifications with Wales’ emerging green economy, 
particularly in renewable energy, sustainable construction, and circular economy 
sectors. 

• Support collaborative regional pilots linking FE and HE institutions with local employers to 
develop responsive, place-based skills solutions that reflect regional labour market 
needs. 

• Work with Public Service Boards and Regional Skills Partnerships to co-design 
community-focused innovation projects that deliver social and environmental benefits 
alongside economic value. 

 
Champion a just and inclusive transition 
 

• Promote fair work principles and ensure that green skills strategies consider equality, 
diversity, and inclusion, supporting underrepresented groups to access sustainability 
careers. 

• Collaborate with education providers to develop lifelong learning and modular upskilling 
opportunities, enabling workers from carbon-intensive sectors to transition into 
sustainable employment. 
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• Showcase positive case studies of employers driving inclusive climate action to 
encourage replication across sectors. 

 
Strengthen data, research, and evidence-sharing 
 

• Contribute sectoral data and insights to national skills mapping and foresight exercises to 
identify emerging talent and training needs. 

• Partner with tertiary institutions to co-develop applied research, ‘living labs’, and 
evaluation frameworks that measure the social, economic, and environmental impacts of 
green innovation, along with skills and ESD outcomes. 

• Collaborate with government and EAUC to improve access to consistent, transparent 
data on workforce development, emissions, and sustainability outcomes. 

 
Embed sustainability leadership across industry standards 
 

• Work with professional, statutory, and regulatory bodies (PSRBs) to integrate 
sustainability competencies into professional accreditation and CPD frameworks. 

• Encourage industry associations to share examples of effective practise on sustainability 
charters, ensuring that leadership, accountability, and environmental stewardship are 
recognised as business imperatives. 

• Align procurement and supply chain expectations with net zero and circular economy 
principles to drive systemic change across the Welsh economy. 

 
 

Adopt a whole-institution approach to sustainability 
 

• Integrate sustainability into strategic plans, governance structures, and KPIs, ensuring 
accountability at all levels. 

• Appoint senior sustainability leads (e.g., Pro-Vice-Chancellors or Directors) to oversee 
cross-campus action. 

• Move beyond estates-focused initiatives to address wider institutional impacts, including 
teaching and learning, governance, partnerships, research, procurement, transport, and 
digital operations. 

 
Embed sustainability across curricula and qualifications 
 

• Map sustainability competences across all programmes, ensuring that every learner 
develops core ESD and green skills. 

• Expand experiential and community-based learning (e.g., living labs, applied research, 
and industry placements). 

 
Strengthen educator development and organisational culture 
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• Deliver cross-sector CPD programmes to upskill educators in sustainability pedagogy and 
assessment. 

• Recognise and encourage sustainability leadership within staff appraisals and 
performance reviews. 

• Foster peer learning networks and communities of practice to share innovative 
approaches to teaching and governance. 

 
Deepen collaboration and regional impact 
 

• Build regional consortia linking FE, HE, and local authorities to coordinate sustainability 
and skills initiatives. 

• Co-design programmes with industry and communities, focusing on local priorities such 
as renewable energy, circular economy, and social equity. 

• Position campuses as community anchors, supporting local decarbonisation, lifelong 
learning, and civic participation. 

• Designate SMEs as strategic partners for in-market piloting schemes to research and 
develop new sustainable methods in skills adoption and processes. 

Together, these recommendations call for a shared approach: 
 

• Policymakers should focus on creating systemic enablers; ensuring policy coherence, 
stable multi-year funding, leadership development, and clear accountability frameworks 
that empower institutions to plan and deliver long-term sustainability action. 

• Industry and sector bodies should strengthen cross-sector collaboration, align 
workforce development and qualifications with Wales’ sustainability and net zero goals, 
and champion innovation through shared data, research, and professional standards. 

• Tertiary institutions should embed sustainability across strategy, governance, and 
curriculum, building capacity, confidence, and collaboration so that every learner, 
educator, and campus contributes to Wales’ just and sustainable future. 

 
By aligning these actions, Wales can strengthen its global reputation as a leader in education for 
sustainable development, ensuring that its tertiary system not only supports the Well-being of 
Future Generations Act but actively brings it to life across campuses, communities, and careers.
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Tel: +44 (0)1242 714 321  

Email: info@eauc.org.uk  

Visit: www.eauc.org.uk   

 

EAUC – The Environmental Association for Universities and Colleges is a charity (no: 1106172) 
and company limited by guarantee in England and Wales (no: 05183502).  

mailto:info@eauc.org.uk
http://www.eauc.org.uk/
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