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Exploring the role of post-16 education in
delivering Northern Ireland’s climate goals

Briefing

Summary

e Northern Ireland’s scale and close-knit networks position it as an ideal test bed for
innovative, cross-sector sustainability solutions, with tertiary institutions playing a

centralrole in shaping and accelerating change.

e Stronger coordination across government, industry, and education is needed to align
green skills, data, funding, and institutional strategies to support a just transition.

e By embedding sustainability across leadership, curricula, and civic engagement, the
tertiary sector can become a cornerstone of Northern Ireland’s climate action,
community resilience, and long-term prosperity.

Introduction

In October 2025, EAUC hosted a
sustainability roundtable at Riddel Hall,
Queen’s University Belfast, bringing together
representatives from Northern Ireland’s
colleges, universities, government
departments, and student organisations.

The event, chaired by Professor Michael
Alcorn, provided a space foropen and
constructive discussion on how the tertiary
education sector can play a central role in
delivering Northern Ireland’s climate and
sustainability ambitions.

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:

Explore how Northern Ireland’s
tertiary education system can
strengthen its contribution to national
climate and sustainability goals,
including through workforce
development, research, and
community engagement.

Identify practical actions and policy
levers to support a whole-institution
approach to sustainability across
further and higher education.

Discuss how collaboration between
government, education, and industry
can create the enabling conditions
for ajust transition and a sustainable
economy.

Examine opportunities to align green
skills, curriculum development, and
professional standards to meet
future workforce needs.
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Context

Northern Ireland’s further and higher
education institutions are key drivers of a
more sustainable future. With growing
climate ambitions across the UK and
Ireland, Northern Ireland’s tertiary education
sectoris well-placed to play a leading role in
the transition to net zero, leading through
innovative research, sustainable operations,
and by preparing students with the skills to
address climate and environmental
challenges.

Institutions are already taking important
steps to reduce emissions, improve energy
efficiency, and embed sustainability into
curricula, governance and decision-making.
However, delivering on net zero targets
remains a complex challenge, particularly
for institutions with multi-campus estates,
aging infrastructure, and constrained access
to capital investment. The introduction of
climate reporting duties in 2022 also places
new demands on institutions, but with the
right support, these could become tools for
leadership rather than purely compliance
mechanisms.

At the same time, Northern Ireland’s distinct
economic and policy landscape requires a

tailored approach. The path to net zero must
reflect the region’s unique industrial profile,
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social priorities, and funding models. In the
wider policy context, the recent period
without a working government created some
uncertainty and slowed progress in areas
related to climate and skills planning. With
the Assembly now restored, there is a
renewed sense of momentum and a
valuable opportunity to advance
coordinated action and long-term
sustainability planning across the sector.
Institutions cannot act alone; collaboration
with government, industry, sector agencies,
and students will be essential to create the
enabling environment needed for sustained
climate leadership.

This roundtable therefore provided an
opportunity to bring together voices from
across the sector, including colleges,
universities, government departments,
sector stakeholders and student
representatives, to explore how we can work
together to strengthen the sector’s role in
delivering Northern Ireland’s climate goals.
By identifying shared priorities, solutions to
shared challenges, and enablers in both
policy and practice, we seek to lay the
groundwork for a more coordinated and
impactful approach to net zero across
tertiary education across the region.
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Theme 1: Leadership,
accountability, and institutional
progress

Participants recognised significant progress
across Northern Ireland’s tertiary education
sector in recent years, with colleges and
universities increasingly embedding
sustainability within strategic plans,
business models, and estates management.
However, they also acknowledged that
progress remains uneven and often limited
by short-term funding, fragmented
accountability, with an overemphasis on
estates rather than systemic, institution-
wide transformation.

Discussion

The discussion highlighted that while
estates and infrastructure decarbonisation
have been a natural starting point, they
account for only a small proportion of
institutions’ total emissions and
sustainability impact. There is now a clear
need to expand focus beyond buildings to
encompass governance, procurement,
teaching, research, and community
engagement. Participants agreed that
sustainability must be understood as a
leadership and culturalissue, not only an
operational one.

Institutions are increasingly embedding
sustainability into their strategic frameworks
and decision-making structures, often
supported by departmental performance
metrics and business plan requirements.
However, annualised budgets and project-
based funding cycles were repeatedly cited
as major barriers to long-term planning,
making it difficult to invest in large-scale
decarbonisation projects or longer term
culturalinterventions such as workforce
development. Participants supported the
introduction of multi-year funding models to
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give institutions the certainty needed to plan
and deliver meaningful change.

Accountability and leadership visibility were
also seen as critical. Many institutions have
developed internal sustainability action
plans or governance committees, but
participants emphasised that lasting
cultural change depends on leadership
engagement at every level; including
governing bodies and senior management
teams. Clear sustainability reporting,
alignment with public sector accountability
frameworks, and integration into key
performance indicators were identified as
important tools to embed responsibility
across institutions.

Finally, participants noted that Northern
Ireland’s size and culture of collaboration
provide a unique opportunity to act as a
‘living lab’ for sustainability innovation. With
close networks across government,
education, and industry, the region is well
placed to pilot cross-sector approaches to
climate leadership and to demonstrate how
joined-up governance can accelerate
systemic change.

Ultimately, strong leadership and
accountability are driving progress across
Northern Ireland’s tertiary sector, but
sustaining this momentum will require
stable funding, system-wide integration, and
coordinated policy support. Moving beyond
an estates focus toward whole-organisation
strategies will ensure sustainability
becomes embedded across leadership,
teaching, and community practice.
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Theme 2: Green sKkills,
education, and workforce
transformation

Participants agreed that education and skills
development are central to achieving
Northern Ireland’s climate and economic
ambitions. While there has been growing
momentum in recent years, skills delivery
remains fragmented, and further
coordination between departments,
awarding bodies, and institutions is
essential to build a resilient, future-ready
workforce.

Discussion

Green skills were understood not just as
technical competencies in sectors such as
energy, construction, or agriculture, but as a
broad suite of capabilities including systems
thinking, adaptability, collaboration, and
problem-solving. Participants emphasised
that embedding these skills across all
disciplines, from vocational training to
higher education, is key to preparing
learners for the changing labour market.

However, the skills system was described as
complex and disjointed, with limited
alignment between education policy,
employer demand, and regional economic
priorities. Participants called for a more
joined-up approach across government
departments, particularly the Department
forthe Economy (DfE), Department of
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs
(DAERA), and Department of Education (DE).
A coordinated framework could help ensure
skills strategies, qualifications, and
curricula align with both climate targets and
long-term industrial needs.

There as strong recognition that
participation in lifelong learning and adult
upskilling remains low in Northern Ireland.
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Building a culture of continuous learning will
be vital to enable workers to adapt to new
technologies, green industries, and changing
economic realities. Participants also
highlighted that many of Northern Ireland’s
strongest economic sectors, such as
agriculture, land management, and agri-
food, are deeply rooted in the region’s
cultural heritage. Supporting these sectors
through targeted green skills pathways will
be essential both for economic resilience
and for protecting identities and livelihoods
closely tied to place. Participants suggested
exploring modular and micro-credential
approaches to make upskilling more
accessible and responsive to local needs.
Several university institutions and FE
colleges are already developing micro-
credentials linked to sustainability and the
UN SDGs, which could serve as a foundation
for system-wide expansion.

Educators were seen as central to delivering
this transformation, yet many lack the time,
confidence, or training to embed
sustainability in teaching. Embedding
sustainability within teacher and lecturer
professional standards was identified as a
key step in building confidence and
consistency across the system. Participants
also noted that green skills policy must
anticipate, rather than react to, market
demand. Waiting for employer signals risks
leaving the region behind emerging
opportunities in renewable energy, circular
economy, and nature-based sectors.

Delivering a skilled, adaptable workforce for
a sustainable economy will depend on
strategic coordination across government
and education. By embedding sustainability
throughout curricula, investing in educator
capacity, and strengthening alignment
between education and industry, Northern
Ireland can build a workforce equipped for
both current and future challenges.
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Theme 3: Collaboration, data,
and community-led
sustainability

The final theme focused on the importance
of collaboration, across government,
education, and communities, to deliver
inclusive and evidence-led climate action.
Participants highlighted that Northern
Ireland’s small scale and strong networks
make it well placed to implement joined-up
approaches that connect environmental
goals with economic and social wellbeing.

Discussion

Participants agreed that stronger
coordination across departments and
institutions is essential to embed
sustainability across the education system.
While recent progress has been made in
integrating sustainability into college
business plans and policy frameworks, there
remains fragmentation between further and
higher education, government agencies, and
local authorities. Participants suggested
maintaining shared forums, such as this
roundtable, to strengthen dialogue and
ensure joint ownership of sustainability
goals.

Data and evidence were identified as critical
enablers. Current gaps in emissions data,
workforce needs, and local skills mapping
limit the ability to plan and measure
progress. Participants emphasised that
further and higher education institutions
could play a central role in addressing these
challenges through applied research, local
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data collection, and partnerships with
government. DAERA’s forthcoming Research
Evidence Plans were seen as an opportunity
to align academic expertise with policy
needs and to strengthen Northern Ireland’s
evidence base for climate action.

The discussion also focused on the social
dimension of sustainability. Participants
underlined the importance of ensuring that
climate action supports inclusion and
community wellbeing. Colleges and
universities were recognised as community
anchors with the potential to drive place-
based sustainability through lifelong
learning, skills development, and civic
engagement. Working in partnership with the
voluntary and community sector, these
institutions can ensure that the transition to
net zero delivers equitable benefits across
urban and rural areas.

However, participants noted that many
community and voluntary organisations face
reduced capacity following funding cuts,
limiting their ability to engage in
sustainability initiatives. Strengthening
collaboration with these local partners, and
providing targeted investment to rebuild
community resilience, will be key to
achieving a fair and inclusive transition.

Overall, collaboration, inclusion, and data-
driven decision-making are essential to
Northern Ireland’s sustainability journey. By
linking education, policy, and community
action, the region can leverage its unique
scale and social cohesion to implement
practical, equitable solutions that benefit
both people and the planet.
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Recommendations and action points

Discussions across the roundtable highlighted a shared understanding that achieving systemic
sustainability in post-16 education requires collaboration rather than competition or 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 driving a just and sustainable transition.

Policymakers

Enable long-term planning and investment

e Introduce multi-year, stable funding frameworks to support institutional decarbonisation,
curriculum innovation, and staff development across the tertiary sector.

e Prioritise both operational and capital investment to enable sustained progress, moving
beyond short-term project cycles that limit strategic planning.

e Embed sustainability performance indicators into funding criteria across the sector to
ensure widespread action, accountability and continuous improvement.

Coordinate green skills and workforce strategy

e Establish a cross-departmental framework within government linking education,
economy, and environment to align qualifications, workforce planning, and industrial
strategy.

e Prospect the development of a central coordinating body or taskforce to drive coherence
in green skills development and anticipate emerging labour market needs.

e Leverage Northern Ireland’s unique position within the UK and on the island of Ireland to
attract investment and foster cross-border collaboration in sustainability education and
employment.

Invest in inclusive, community-based learning

e Recognise further education colleges as vital community anchors, supporting accessible,
place-based pathways for lifelong and family learning.

e Fund partnerships between education providers, local government, and the voluntary
sector to extend sustainability learning beyond formal education settings.

e Target investment towards underrepresented groups and regions to ensure a just
transition that benefits all communities.

Enhance data and evidence for decision-making

e Develop a unified, cross-sector approach to emissions, workforce, and education data to
inform policy and improve transparency.
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Strengthen collaboration between government departments and research institutions to
generate evidence that alighs academic expertise with policy priorities.

Use this evidence base to benchmark progress, identify gaps, and support more strategic
investment in sustainability outcomes.

Industry and sector bodies

Align training and qualifications with emerging green sectors

Collaborate with education providers to co-design qualifications, apprenticeships, and
micro-credentials that anticipate future workforce needs in sectors such as renewable
energy, construction, peatland restoration, and sustainable agriculture.

Use sectoral foresight and labour market data to identify evolving skill demands and
guide curriculum development.

Support SMEs and regional innovation

Provide tailored funding, training, and advisory support to help small and medium-sized
enterprises engage with sustainability goals and low-carbon innovation.

Collaborate with further and higher education institutions as local innovation partners,
connecting SMEs with applied research, technology transfer, and workforce upskilling
opportunities.

Strengthen employer-educator collaboration

Establish regional employer-education forums or ‘competency broker’ models to ensure
labour market intelligence flows both ways between educators and industry.

Promote co-funded pilots, joint training programmes, and innovation partnerships
through mechanisms such as Invest NI or PeacePlus to support practical collaboration.

Champion inclusive and attractive green careers

Work with education providers, employers, and careers services to promote
sustainability-related professions and pathways across all communities.

Address structural barriers, such as low apprenticeship pay and unclear progression
routes, to make green careers more accessible and aspirational.

Institutions

Adopt whole-institution sustainability strategies

Integrate sustainability into governance, teaching, research, and operations, ensuringitis
embedded across decision-making structures and supported by measurable outcomes.
Appoint senior sustainability leads to oversee institutional efforts and strengthen
accountability at executive level.
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Empower educators and learners

e Embed sustainability competencies within educator training, professional standards, and
assessment frameworks.

e Expand micro-credentials, experiential learning, and community-based education to
foster the transferable skills and adaptability needed for a sustainable economy.

Deepen partnerships and applied research

e Work with government, industry, and local communities to co-design curricula and
applied research projects that address regional sustainability challenges.

e Strengthen knowledge exchange to translate research into practical, real-world solutions
that benefit both learners and society.

Champion inclusion and civic engagement

e |everage institutional status and public trust to lead equitable, place-based initiatives
that enhance social wellbeing and community resilience.

e Position campuses as civic hubs, connecting sustainability education with local
regeneration, climate adaptation, and social innovation efforts.

Collective Action

Together, these recommendations call for a coordinated, forward-looking approach to
sustainability in Northern Ireland’s tertiary education system.

e Policymakers should prioritise long-term investment, policy coherence, and cross-
departmental coordination, ensuring education, economy, and environment strategies
work in tandem to support a just transition and resilient workforce.

e Industry and sector bodies should strengthen collaboration with educators, align
training with the needs of emerging green sectors, and invest in inclusive pathways that
make sustainability careers visible and accessible to all.

e Tertiary institutions should embed sustainability at the heart of their governance,
teaching, and community engagement, empowering staff and learners to drive innovation
and regional regeneration.

By aligning these actions, Northern Ireland can position its further and higher education system
as a cornerstone of climate leadership and social renewal; bridging local needs with global
goals, and ensuring that the transition to net zero creates opportunity, inclusion, and long-term
prosperity for every community.
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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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