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Embedding sustainability into institutional
leadership in Ireland’s further and higher

education sector

Briefing

Summary

e Ireland’s tertiary education sector must embed sustainability into leadership,
governance, and culture to drive long-term, systemic change.

e Stronger collaboration between institutions, government, industry, and communities is
essential to build resilience and deliver a just, inclusive climate transition.

e Long-term funding, shared frameworks, and coordinated skills development will be
critical to equipping learners and society for Ireland’s sustainable future.

Introduction

In October 2025, EAUC hosted a
sustainability roundtable at TU Dublin’s
Grangegorman Campus, bringing together
representatives from Ireland’s universities,
government departments, sector bodies,
and student organisations.

Chaired by Dr. Brian Gormley, the session
aimed to strengthen collaboration across
Ireland’s tertiary education sectorin
advancing sustainability as a strategic and
systemic priority aligned with the nation’s
climate goals.

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.

Aims and purpose

The roundtable provided an opportunity to:

e Explore how Ireland’s further and
higher education sector can
strengthen its contribution to national
climate goals through leadership,
governance, teaching, research, and
community engagement.

e Bring together government
representatives, sector leaders,
students, and education providers to
align sustainability, education, and
skills strategies in support of a just
and inclusive transition.

e |dentify policy levers, funding
mechanisms, and partnerships that
can enable colleges and universities
to embed sustainability across all
institutional functions.

e Discuss how the tertiary education
system can act as a catalyst for
climate leadership, social equity, and
economic resilience in line with
Ireland’s broader environmental and
sustainability commitments.
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Context

In Ireland, colleges and universities have a
vital role to play in responding to the climate
and ecological crisis, not only through
reducing emissions and improving
infrastructure, but by shaping public
discourse, informing policy, and preparing
graduates to lead in a more sustainable
world.

While the sector has shown leadership in
this area, institutions face several ongoing
challenges. Access to long-term funding
remains limited, making it difficult to invest
in transformative sustainability initiatives.
Uncertainty around environmental
regulations and incentive structures adds
complexity. And despite growing ambition at
the institutional level, sustainability can still
be perceived as a secondary or optional
agenda, rather than a core leadership issue
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on par with areas like research excellence,
equity, or economic impact.

As Ireland’s political and policy landscape
continues to evolve, there is an opportunity
for institutions to build resilience into their
sustainability strategies, ensuring these are
embedded into governance, planning, and
decision-making structures in ways that can
endure and adapt over time.

This roundtable brought together leaders
from higher education institutions,
government agencies and departments,
student organisations, and sustainability
networks to explore how the sector can
embed sustainability into its institutional
DNA, and how collaboration across
institutions and with external partners can
help secure long-term climate leadership for
Irish further and higher education.
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Theme 1: Leadership,
accountability, and institutional
progress

Across Ireland’s tertiary education sector,
sustainability is increasingly recognised as a
strategic priority. However, participants
agreed that it is not yet consistently
embedded within institutional leadership,
governance, or decision-making
frameworks. Many institutions continue to
associate sustainability primarily with
estates and decarbonisation initiatives
rather than integrating it across finance,
curriculum design, risk management, and
culture. The discussion underscored the
need to move from fragmented and
incremental efforts toward a coherent,
whole-institution approach driven by strong
leadership and accountability.

Discussion

Participants reflected that the sector lacks a
common framework for integrating
sustainability into institutional planning.
While some universities have appointed
senior sustainability leads, others rely on
individual champions or operational teams
without executive backing, limiting long-
term impact. Leadership culture was
described as cautious, with senior teams
often constrained by risk aversion, short-
term funding cycles, and fear of reputational
harm. This has led to incremental rather
than transformative progress.

Several participants also noted that
perceptions of progress varied across roles
within institutions. Those working at a more
strategic level often felt sustainability was
becoming well embedded, while staff
involved in day-to-day implementation
described a more mixed picture, with
practical challenges still limiting
momentum. This highlighted the value of
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developing a shared, system-wide
understanding of progress and ensuring that
leadership decisions remain closely
connected to operational experience.

Participants noted that fragmentation
across representative bodies, such as
between the Irish Universities Association
(IUA) and the Technological University
Association, has hindered collective
progress. A unified leadership framework
that visualises the sector’s shared
sustainability vision was suggested as a way
to align strategies across higher and further
education. Similarly, Education and Training
Boards (ETBs), which play a critical role in
regional sustainability delivery, often face
shifting priorities and policy volatility,
making consistent long-term action difficult.

There was broad agreement that
sustainability governance should be rooted
in systems thinking and moral leadership,
not simply compliance. The HEA’s system
performance framework, which includes
transversal sustainability themes, was cited
as a potential tool to drive accountability.

Participants argued that quantitative KPIs
alone are insufficient; qualitative indicators
that measure cultural and behavioural
change are equally vital. A number of
participants called for senior leaders,
presidents, and vice-chancellors to have
protected space to hold honest, cross-
sectoral discussions about the future of
education; moving beyond ‘business as
usual’ and creating room for brave,
transformative thinking.

Language and narrative were also recurring
themes. Several participants highlighted
that terms like ‘green’ or ‘climate’ can be
politically loaded or exclusionary, calling
instead for more holistic, inclusive language
that captures social justice, health, and
wellbeing. Others described this evolution
as the ‘lifecycle of language’, suggesting that



sustainability communications must evolve
to remain resonant and relevant.

Ultimately, participants agreed that
embedding sustainability in tertiary
leadership requires both structural and
cultural change. Clearer accountability
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mechanisms, sector-wide frameworks, and
transparent reporting were viewed as critical
to ensuring that sustainability becomes
central to institutional identity and decision-
making, not an isolated project or policy
strand.



Theme 2: Building long-term
resilience through
collaboration, partnerships, and
shared accountability

Participants emphasised that Ireland’s
tertiary education sector cannot achieve
systemic sustainability change in isolation.
Strengthened collaboration between further
and higher education, government
departments, industry, and communities is
essential to sustain momentum and ensure
long-term resilience. Institutions were
encouraged to view themselves as public
assets and civic partners, supporting
learning, innovation, and local resilience far
beyond the campus gates.

Discussion

The group discussed the complex landscape
of sustainability governance in Ireland,
noting that three government departments
currently have oversight of the Education for

Sustainable Development (ESD)
Implementation Strategy. While this cross-
departmental structure reflects Ireland’s
recognised strength in fostering
collaboration across sectors, participants
observed that it can also lead to blurred
responsibilities and inconsistencies in
implementation. Rather than signalling
dysfunction, this reflects the inherent
challenge of coordinating an ambitious,
whole-of-government agenda. Participants
emphasised that ensuring effective delivery
will require continued attention to the
practical implications of this shared
governance model, including clearer
interdepartmental alignment, more
consistent communication channels, and
stronger integration between the tertiary
education and FET strategies, which
currently operate separately.
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There was also recognition that Ireland’s
tertiary sector has strong foundations to
build upon, including well-established
networks such as the An Taisce Green
Campus programme, which continues to
support meaningful, cross-institutional
engagement on sustainability and has
recently expanded to include teaching
colleges and prison education. Participants
also discussed SDSN Ireland, noting that
while it provides an important platform for
research collaboration and island-wide
dialogue, its role could be further clarified
and strengthened to maximise collective
impact.

Several attendees emphasised that the
learning and expertise generated through
these networks should feed more directly
into national policy development to support
a coherent and inclusive approach to
sustainability across the tertiary system.
Participants further noted the important role
played by organisations such as EAUC in
promoting shared methodologies and
standardised tools, for example, through
frameworks like Standardised Carbon
Emissions Framework (SCEF), which help
institutions build comparable evidence,
strengthen accountability, and work toward
common goals. Strengthening the
connection between these sector-led
initiatives and government policy processes
was seen as essential to achieving system-
wide coherence.

Partnership-based innovation was also
discussed as a key driver of resilience.
Examples such as TU Dublin’s GreenComp
initiative, which connects students with real-
world community sustainability projects,
and the University of Galway’s Student Skills
Passport, which recognises community and
voluntary engagement, were cited as
effective models of experiential, values-
based learning. Participants proposed
expanding such models nationally and


https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/esd-to-2030-implementation-plan-20222026.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/esd-to-2030-implementation-plan-20222026.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/esd-to-2030-implementation-plan-20222026.pdf
https://www.antaisce.org/green-campus
https://www.antaisce.org/green-campus
https://www.sdsnireland.org/
http://eauc.org.uk/Resources/Documents/Content?g=753cc3d9-80c8-4936-aa34-c88ae9919fbf
http://eauc.org.uk/Resources/Documents/Content?g=753cc3d9-80c8-4936-aa34-c88ae9919fbf
https://www.tudublin.ie/explore/about-the-university/sustainability/about/news-and-events/educating-for-sustainability-cpd.php
https://www.universityofgalway.ie/usp/
https://www.universityofgalway.ie/usp/

embedding them into standard curricula,
ensuring that every learner gains
sustainability competencies regardless of
discipline.

Participants also explored opportunities for
new forms of collaboration, including ‘living
labs’ linking education, research, and
industry. Adapting successful approaches
such as the University of Manchester’s
Living Lab programme could help connect
institutions to local sustainability challenges
while delivering tangible benefits for
communities and businesses. Related
proposals included reviving initiatives like
‘Dissertations for Good’, ensuring research
directly contributes to solving real
sustainability problems whilst also learning
from historical programmes to inform any
future developments.
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A proposed ‘Futures Workshop’ was seen as
an opportunity to bring academic,
government, and civic leaders together to
envision a sustainable education system
within planetary boundaries. Participants
warned, however, against assuming
sustainability progress is inevitable, arguing
that this narrative risks complacency.
Instead, there is a need to normalise radical
conversations, encourage braver decision-
making, and confront difficult trade-offs
openly.

Finally, participants highlighted the value of
creating a formal, cross-sectoral
sustainability forum or ‘honest broker’ to
convene education, government, NGOs, and
civil society. Such a platform could
institutionalise collaboration, build shared
understanding, and embed transparency
and trust within Ireland’s sustainability
transition.


https://www.manchester.ac.uk/about/social-responsibility/environmental-sustainability/research-and-teaching/teaching-and-learning/university-living-lab/
https://sdgs.un.org/partnerships/dissertations-good#description

Theme 3: Measuring impact,
ensuring transparency, and
embedding accountability

Participants recognised that maintaining
progress toward sustainability requires
robust, transparent, and fair accountability
mechanisms. However, current reporting
and performance metrics were seen as
uneven and overly focused on compliance
and Scope 1 and 2 carbon. Institutions
called for a more balanced approach that
measures both quantitative and qualitative
impact, capturing cultural, educational, and
societal change alongside emissions and
resource data.

Discussion

Participants discussed how tools such as
the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland
(SEAI’s) climate action roadmap guidance,
which requires sign-off from senior leaders
and inclusion of all organisational functions,
offer a model for comprehensive, institution-
wide accountability. This approach could
ensure that sustainability remains a
leadership-level responsibility rather than an
operational afterthought. Participants noted
that for such frameworks to be implemented
effectively, leaders need access to
dedicated supports, including training,
guidance, and shared tools, that build
confidence, enable consistent decision-
making, and embed sustainability across
governance, planning, and risk
management.

The group also highlighted opportunities to
standardise data collection, particularly for
transport and travel emissions. Models such
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as the Standardised Carbon Emissions
Framework (SCEF) were cited as familiar
models that could inform more consistent
practice across Ireland, with participants
suggesting that the National Transport
Authority could play a coordinating role in
developing shared reporting standards for
commuting.

Participants suggested that metrics should
extend beyond environmental indicators to
include social and cultural outcomes,
ensuring that education’s contribution to
sustainability is understood holistically. The
‘wedding cake’ model, linking
environmental, social, and economic layers
of sustainability, was proposed as a useful
visual framework for illustrating these
interconnections.

Finally, participants noted that Ireland’s
universities are navigating a complex
international context, with some institutions
looking toward Berlin, Birmingham, or
Boston for alignment and collaboration.
While EU regulations and funding currently
make continental partnerships the strongest
pull, participants emphasised the need to
develop a distinct Irish sustainability identity
grounded in collaboration, inclusivity, and
public purpose.

Embedding transparent reporting and
performance evaluation across Ireland’s
tertiary education system was seen as
critical to maintaining trust and momentum.
Participants concluded that consistent,
qualitative reporting, combined with
national coordination and shared standards,
can help ensure sustainability remains an
enduring and measurable component of
educational excellence.


https://www.seai.ie/sites/default/files/2025-06/2025_PublicSector_ClimateActionRoadmapGuidance.pdf
https://www.eauc.org.uk/scef
https://www.eauc.org.uk/scef
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-the-sdgs-wedding-cake.html
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Recommendations and action points

Discussions across the roundtable highlighted a shared understanding that achieving systemic
sustainability in Ireland’s further and higher education system requires collaboration rather than
competition and criticism. Participants recognised the interconnected nature of challenges
across policy, leadership, funding, and institutional practice, and emphasised that meaningful
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 tertiary
institutions, recognising their complementary responsibilities in driving a just, resilient, and
sustainable transition for Ireland’s education sector.

Policymakers

Strengthen policy coherence and strategic alignment

Develop a unified national framework for sustainability in tertiary education that connects
institutional strategies with funding mechanisms, curriculum reform, and governance
expectations.

Work towards alignment, e.g., between the Further Education and Training (FET) Strategy
and Tertiary Education Strategy, to ensure consistency of sustainability objectives across
the entire education system.

Ensure Ireland’s national climate, skills, and economic development policies reinforce
rather than duplicate each other, embedding sustainability outcomes in all future
strategies and reviews.

Enable long-term planning and financial resilience

Introduce multi-year, ring-fenced sustainability funding to support institutional
decarbonisation, curriculum transformation, and community partnerships.
Encourage blended funding models that combine public, private, and philanthropic
investment in sustainability-led research, innovation, and education.

Review and update capital and operational funding rules to ensure investment is
balanced between infrastructure and ongoing sustainability initiatives.

Mandate leadership and governance accountability

Integrate sustainability competencies into leadership development and governance
training for presidents, vice-presidents, and governing bodies.

Develop a national sustainability leadership support programme (co-designed with
EAUC, HEA, and sector partners) to equip senior leaders and governing bodies with the
tools, peer networks, and strategic frameworks needed to integrate sustainability
confidently and consistently across their institutions.

Foster whole-system collaboration and community engagement


https://www.solas.ie/about/fet-strategy-implementation-and-delivery/
https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-further-and-higher-education-research-innovation-and-science/consultations/public-consultation-on-the-tertiary-education-strategy/
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e Support the creation of a national “Sustainability and Education Futures Forum” to act as
an honest broker between government, education, industry, and civil society.

e Encourage place-based partnerships linking tertiary institutions, ETBs, and local
authorities to deliver regional climate, skills, and inclusion projects.

e Position tertiary education as a public good and community asset, embeddingitin
regional just transition plans and local sustainability frameworks.

Industry and sector bodies

Align workforce and skills planning with Ireland’s green transition

e Embed sustainability and systems thinking into professional and technical standards to
ensure readiness across all sectors.

e Support flexible upskilling pathways (micro-credentials, modular learning, and skills
passports) to enable lifelong learning.

Drive innovation and collaboration across the sector

e Investin living labs, applied research partnerships, and “Projects That Matter” connecting
learners, academia, business, and communities.

e Encourage shared metrics and recognition systems that reward collaborative
sustainability outcomes rather than competition.

e Support cross-border and EU collaboration to leverage funding, align standards, and
strengthen Ireland’s international leadership.

Strengthen communication and capacity-building networks

e Amplify the work of existing networks such as EAUC, SDSN Ireland, An Taisce’s Green
Campus Programme, and the ESD Forum to share learning and avoid duplication.

e Developinclusive language and storytelling campaigns that connect sustainability with
wellbeing, equality, and opportunity.

e Convene industry-education dialogues that bridge employers’ needs with curriculum
design and research priorities.

Institutions

Adopt a whole-institution approach to sustainability

e Continue to integrate sustainability into institutional strategy, governance, and financial
planning, ensuring alignment across teaching, research, operations, and community
engagement.

e Appoint senior sustainability leads with cross-campus authority

e Report holistic sustainability progress through institutional dashboards and public
statements.


https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/35add1f3/ESD_Forum_Information_Booklet_29th_October_2025.pdf
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e Use the HEA system performance framework to embed sustainability-linked KPls,
complemented by qualitative indicators of cultural and educational change.

Embed sustainability across curricula, teaching, and assessment

e Map sustainability competencies across all programmes, embedding them as core
learning outcomes in line with the EU GreenComp framework.

e Expand experiential and community-based learning models such as living labs, skills
passports, and applied research projects.

e Ensure that sustainability is integrated across disciplines, including business, law,
health, and the arts, rather than confined to environmental science or geography.

Invest in educator capacity and culture change

e Develop structured professional development for educators, including ESD-specific
pedagogy, contextualised for Ireland.

e Encourage, recognise and reward sustainability leadership within academic and
professional staff appraisals.

e Encourage communities of practice and peer learning to share innovative teaching,
research, and governance approaches.

Deepen collaboration and civic impact

e Work with local authorities, ETBs, and voluntary organisations to position campuses as
anchors for place-based sustainability and lifelong learning.

e Engage communities as partners in co-designing education and research that address
local challenges and priorities.

e Use transparent reporting and storytelling to demonstrate institutional progress, building
public trust and accountability.

Collective Action

Together, these recommendations call for a shared approach:

e Policymakers should focus on creating systemic enablers: policy coherence, funding
stability, leadership development, and national accountability frameworks.

e Industry and sector bodies should strengthen cross-sector collaboration, align skills
development with sustainability needs, and promote innovation through shared
networks.

e Tertiary institutions should embed sustainability across strategy, curricula, and culture,
ensuring every learner and staff member contributes to Ireland’s sustainable future.

By aligning these actions, Ireland’s further and higher education system can move beyond
compliance to leadership, positioning education as a cornerstone of the nation’s just transition,
climate resilience, and global sustainability reputation.


https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/System_Performance_Framework_2023-2028.pdf
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en
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Contact us

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).
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