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

Briefing 

 

 

 

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 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 a just 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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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. 
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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. 
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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. 

Enable long-term planning and investment 
 

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

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

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

 
Coordinate green skills and workforce strategy 
 

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

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

• 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 
 

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

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

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

 
Enhance data and evidence for decision-making 
 

• 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 aligns academic expertise with policy priorities. 

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

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. 

 
 

Adopt whole-institution sustainability strategies 
 

• Integrate sustainability into governance, teaching, research, and operations, ensuring it is 
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 
 

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

• 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 
 

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

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

 
Champion inclusion and civic engagement 
 

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

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

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

• 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. 

• 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. 

• 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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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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