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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. 

• 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. 

• 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. 

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

• 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.

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

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

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

 



 

 

 



 

 

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. 

 

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/


 

 

 

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


 

 

 

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


 

 

 
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. 

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/


 

 

• Support the creation of a national “Sustainability and Education Futures Forum” to act as 
an honest broker between government, education, industry, and civil society. 

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

• Position tertiary education as a public good and community asset, embedding it in 
regional just transition plans and local sustainability frameworks. 

Align workforce and skills planning with Ireland’s green transition 
 

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

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

 
Drive innovation and collaboration across the sector 
 

• Invest in living labs, applied research partnerships, and “Projects That Matter” connecting 
learners, academia, business, and communities. 

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

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

 
Strengthen communication and capacity-building networks 
 

• 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. 

• Develop inclusive language and storytelling campaigns that connect sustainability with 
wellbeing, equality, and opportunity. 

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

 
 

 

 
 

https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/35add1f3/ESD_Forum_Information_Booklet_29th_October_2025.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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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	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 sector in advancing sustainability as a strategic and systemic priority aligned with the nation’s climate goals.
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	The roundtable provided an opportunity to:
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	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 grad...
	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...
	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 i...
	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...
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	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 wi...
	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 descr...
	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...
	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 potenti...
	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 prot...
	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, hea...
	Ultimately, participants agreed that embedding sustainability in tertiary leadership requires both structural and cultural change. Clearer accountability mechanisms, sector-wide frameworks, and transparent reporting were viewed as critical to ensuring...
	Theme 2: Building long-term resilience through collaboration, partnerships, and shared accountability
	Discussion

	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...
	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, ...
	The group also highlighted opportunities to standardise data collection, particularly for transport and travel emissions. Models such as the Standardised Carbon Emissions Framework (SCEF) were cited as familiar models that could inform more consistent...
	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 environme...
	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 mak...
	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 coordin...
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	Together, these recommendations call for a shared approach:
	Contact us

