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From its inception, the RCEs have been a living, global experiment to advance 

ESD at a regional level through innovative and appropriate learning strategies 

true to the local educational context, needs and aspirations through which in-

dividual RCEs were created. 

The year 2012 marked a watershed moment for RCEs when they convened at 

the 7th Global RCE Conference in Tongyeong, Republic of Korea, and formu-

lated and approved the Tongyeong Declaration. In many ways the Declaration 

both built upon the journey many RCEs had thus far undertaken, and also 

concretely articulated a profound set of aspirations for what was now viewed 

by many as a global RCE movement. The ambitious set of goals, both as they 

relate to the overall ESD outcomes and the instrumental means for achieving 

them, emerged from the complex dynamics RCEs face at a regional level in 

advancing ESD. In addition, there are many shared features across RCEs that 

provide a primary impetus for global inter-RCE collaboration. 
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The aspiration to collaborate across sectors and between disciplines at local, regio-

nal and global levels to generate education for sustainable development is breath- 

taking in scope; RCEs are inspired and demanding networks that put to work 

the well-documented importance of collaboration to achieve sustainability. In this 

chapter many of the features of RCEs are drawn together to inform the prospects 

for ESD post-2014. Knowledge and experience of practice are woven together with 

research and academic sources. The complexity of the collaborative system of 

RCEs is made manageable through action on agreed projects. Collaboration gene-

rates a strong relational quality to RCE initiatives, so skills of cooperation, inter-

personal communication, and time for organizational networking are important 

attributes. As of August 2014, the context-specific design of RCEs has occurred 

globally in nearly 130 sites during the 10 years of the DESD. 

The Decade offered a major navigational course for local and global practices 

in education for sustainability, and the signatures of these are recognizable 

in the themes that follow. The wider challenges of climate change, global ine-

Box 9.1

Sustainability in an RCE Context

A brief word on the widely interpreted con-

cept of sustainability/sustainable develop-

ment is in order. In essence, sustainability 

for RCEs is referenced to the transformative 

imperative of social, cultural, and economic 

systems nested within the life supporting ca-

pacity of ecosystems (Griggs et al., 2012). Sus-

tainability takes account of present and future 

generations and cautions against robbing 

future generations of the source of life and 

well-being. Sustainability has been intro-

duced into local and global discourse as a 

way to address the over-exploitation of nature 

by traditional industrial development with the 

consequential disruption of life support sys-

tems, including climate change. It is there-

fore intended to chart a course of economic 

development that safeguards the integrity of 

planetary ecosystems.

There is recognition that the marked increa-

se in inequality with the concentration of 

wealth in the hands of a few is analogously 

unsustainable and inherently unjust. An iden-

susceptibility of sustainability to weak inter-

pretations (Martin, 2014). The possibility of a 

universal principle as an ethical reference for 

 cont.  

quality and poverty, and transitions to low carbon 

economies are all matters with which education 

must engage. The Decade sits alongside and com-

plements many other global initiatives for sustain- 

able development, such as the work of the IUCN, 

the Charter for Responsibility, the Earth Charter and 

the UN engagement process for the post-2015 SDGs. 

These global aspirations are very large in scope; the 

RCEs have a quality that is characteristic of some 

other global initiatives. Local practice contributes to 

the global network, and is further resourced and given 

coherence by UNU-IAS. While sustainable develop-

ment is a global scale aspiration, RCEs are designed 

to integrate economy and society with ecosystems in 

specific practices. 

The RCE network is a learning community where 

good practice is born of encouragement to be creative 

within each RCE’s own contexts. As experience is 

shared between RCEs, the RCE network builds capa-

city for innovation, and this knowledge exchange is 

greatly enhanced by regional meetings, such as the 

Asia-Pacific meeting or the Conference of the Ameri- 

cas, where the quality of face-to-face interaction 

among RCEs brings the enjoyment and inspiration 

experienced in personal meetings, trust building and 

generous, warm-spirited interactions. This is also true 

at the global conferences, where the opportunity to 

address larger scale issues such as policy and research 

again has the beneficial quality of meeting and dia- 

logue informed by global sustainability aspirations 

(see Box 9.1). 
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RCEs which also respects and upholds cultu-

ral plurality may be found in an ethics of res-

ponsibility. The notion of rights has become 

a universal reference for justice, yet this may 

not be adequate to meet the relational quali- 

ty of collaboration and the future orientation 

of sustainability. Responsibility is the founda-

tion of community; it is a value that can be 

expressed as duty and obligation, and often 

with an emphasis on intergenerational obliga-

tions (Sizoo, 2010). The profoundly relation- 

al aspect of responsibility can be seen in the 

idea that everyone is responsible because 

every being is a part of others and interdepen-

dent with other humans and with all other life 

forms. In slightly different form, “response- 

ability” suggests the two aspects of account- 

ability and responsiveness. These understan-

dings resonate with the collaborative design 

of RCEs as well as with the collective and re-

lational dynamics of their programs. 

In many ways the sharing of knowledge, 

practice and aspiration across sectors and cul-

tures in education for sustainability is one of 

the most powerful means to transform an ori-

entation of self-interest into a common good. 

Responsibility, or response-ability, refers to a 

notion of accountability, as well as the ability 

to respond. Rather than being oriented to 

wrongs, response-ability can be oriented 

to solutions in the future, to a prospective 

accountability and a caution to safeguard 

against unforeseeable consequences of the 

use of new information or technology where 

the impacts are not known for a long time  

(Jonas, 1984). This is the reason that countries 

like New Zealand are taking the precaution of 

or food into the country.  

Setting a Direction for the 
Future of the RCE Movement

As we near the end of the DESD, the need for a decla-

ration, as formally expressed in the Tongyeong Decla-

ration, reflects the importance and value of articu- 

lating a greater self-awareness of the RCE movement. 

This need is tied to the degree of maturation of the 

movement to date, along with visioning about where 

RCEs see themselves in relation to the sustainability 

challenges their communities face, as well as their 

own structural needs. The Tongyeong Declaration 

provides a valuable self-understanding for RCEs with 

the completion of the Decade on ESD (2005-2014) 

and the unfolding of the UN’s post-decade Global Ac-

tion Programme on ESD.

The Tongyeong Declaration focused on several impor-

tant themes:

Governance

One theme examined how RCEs could improve their 

governance systems and the quality of their actions 

as RCEs. A primary strength of the RCE initiative in-

volved giving individual RCEs the power to establish 

and adapt their own governance structures as approp-

riate to their respective regions. Despite these diverse 

structures, RCEs have recognized a shared need to de-

vise strategies and processes to effectively relate with 

partner organizations and to form new partnerships. 

Partnerships

In the context of collaboration for ESD, RCEs affirmed 

the importance of partnerships, both forming new 

collaborative partnerships as well as strengthening 

collaborations with existing partners, in order to in-

crease their collective impact. 

Capability of Response to Immediate 

and Systemic Crises

Building on these collaborative partnerships, RCEs 

have a distinctive ability to respond to global systems 

through their actions to transform systems for the 

better. This ability to respond to crises includes both unanticipated adverse events 

that impact a region over a short time frame along with gradual stresses impacting 

a region over the long-term due to unsustainable practices. 
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Transformative Potential

The distinctive ability to respond to systems in crisis highlights the important 

underlying transformative potential of RCEs to:

1.  Create transformative learning processes to develop new policies, programs 

and projects for ESD that are critically informed by science and the social con-

texts of RCEs. 

2.  Create sustainable market opportunities across the economic spectrum inclu-

ding at the corporate and business levels, endeavouring to create inclusive and 

environmentally responsible economic initiatives, and to generate sustainable 

livelihood opportunities, especially for the most marginalized. The overall im-

petus is to simultaneously advance human well-being and ecosystem health 

integrated into business and development goals. 

3.  Broadly shape culture and ethics for positive social transformation in a way 

that gives all individuals the opportunity to learn the values, behaviours and 

lifestyles required for a sustainable future while respecting diversity. 

4.  Revitalize education at all levels through transformative educational projects 

that promote research and innovation.

Building a Global Learning Space for ESD

The four areas of transformative potential appropriately inform a final theme of 

the Declaration where RCEs act strategically to build a global learning space for 

ESD. A global learning space for ESD recognizes that much learning will be em-

bedded in specific community settings where the practices invite action and re-

flection, review and assessment, which make them living laboratories for ESD. At 

the same time it presupposes RCEs will have the scholarly freedom and regional 

resources necessary for such innovation. Analysis of the RCE experience during 

the DESD and its evolving discourse provides new insights into the role of this 

global network for understanding sustainable development and stimulating rele-

vant learning practices towards sustainability. It is a strong belief that as a vibrant 

and long-lived network, the RCE community will continue to be a thriving com-

munity of action for decades to come.

Elements of each of these five larger themes and the four transformative sub- 

themes are explored below with particular reference to the post-Decade future 

state of RCEs.

Collaborative 
Governance

Governance is the arena of decisionmaking and setting direction. It applies to the 

public, private and civil society sectors, and in the case of RCEs as an example of 

collaborative governance, may cross all these sectoral boundaries.

Collaborative governance deepens legitimacy by partner involvement in decision- 

making and policy development. RCE collaborative governance is designed to 

involve partners in dialogue, problem-solving and planning, which may involve 

various constellations of partners: higher education, business, local government, 

schools, and NGOs, among others. The governance arrangement of an RCE usually 
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sits alongside existing institutional and bureaucratic systems of governance, 

which may or may not have their own provisions for collaboration. Commitment 

to RCE governance therefore requires an additional investment of the parties to 

frame goals, manage financial accountability, set objectives, and to agree on strat- 

egies and desired outcomes. 

The process of engagement for an RCE venture is pre-eminently one of relation- 

ship building and therefore requires interpersonal skills to establish trust and 

transparency and build a shared vision. This is not authoritarian decisionmaking 

and rule-setting; rather it is a form of leadership that recognizes the expertise of 

the contributing parties while being attentive to different knowledge, worldviews, 

priorities and interests, with a certain willingness to modify perspectives and di-

rection. The complexity of governance indicated here even suggests a quality of 

unruliness with elements of evolving and responsive dynamics.

Governance for ESD sits in the interface of social, ecological, and economic sys-

tems and is therefore still an experimental and evolving art. The core principles 

of engaging with a cross-section of academia, community agencies, local govern-

ment, schools and business is a groundbreaking move in terms of crossing insti-

tutional boundaries and organizations with narrow accountabilities. It is the arena 

of shared responsibility and is a dynamic, alive and evolving journey. It involves a 

bigger crew with aptitude for the task and a willingness to accept constraints, de-

mands, creativity and the investment of working together. Generosity, hospitality, 

sharing of resources, and a regard for the common good are also helpful qualities. 

These provisions support the ability to go further and achieve more than an indi-

vidual or organization can do alone. 

RCEs support the unique purpose and histories of constituent partners, while 

bringing value-added programs through collaboration. As challenges to sustain-

ability expose the complexity of issues and permeability of boundaries, the more 

evident the need for collaboration becomes. For example, education cannot be 

separated from the economy because this is the training ground for employment. 

Health, poverty and housing are interconnected. Land management determines 

the quality of rivers. Yet in the decisionmaking arena the ideal of collaboration may 

sit in tension with partner self-interest. This may be played out in competition 

for funds, in tensions between environmental and business interests, and in 

short-term pragmatism over long-term sustainability. The relational aspects need 

to be balanced with a realistic assessment of interests, commitment, resistance 

and power dynamics. The weight of institutional influence or corporate interests 

can override cultural differences, citizen organizations and community groups, 

and therefore RCEs must seek to manage in the interests of all parties.

The benefits and challenges of horizontal networks also carry the risk of pro- 

tracted time-consuming processes and delays in implementation, so there is an 

important role for skilled facilitators who give attention to supportive contribu-

tions as well as to dissent, bringing synthesis to decisionmaking thereby leading 

to action. This facilitative and coordinating role provided by key individuals in 

RCEs reduces the risks of protracted processes and ineffectiveness.
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All of these hallmarks are recognizable in the process of establishing and navigating 

the implementation of an RCE. Some of the hurdles are reduced where the 

groundwork of trust and working relationships are already laid. There is wide- 

spread recognition of the value and importance of collaboration, yet wariness of 

the time investment for organizations already stretched in their capacity to fulfill 

the requirement of their core business. Collaboration is resource intensive in 

every sense – of time, expertise, relationship development, program implementa-

tion and funding. While funders favour programs with pre-identified outcomes, 

few will make a financial investment in the collaborative engagement process, let 

alone in ventures that have uncertain outcomes. In these cases, RCEs shine by 

taking up these neglected opportunities. 

Many of the characteristics of liberal democratic governance may be present across 

the RCE global network. Different traditions of governance are also possible, such 

as in indigenous forms of governance where kinship, intergenerational obligation 

and the authority of elders are an important reference in decisionmaking and law 

(Durie and Aikman, 2006).  

Every RCE has the capacity to create a governance structure that is responsive to 

the context and aspirations of its region (See Box 1.7 Chapter 1). As RCEs design 

their own governance structures, the facilitation of the global network by UNU is a 

source of wider reference and creativity. UNU-IAS provides compass points from 

a global view, with additional resources of research and teaching, PhD programs, 

and special courses. These resources highlight core attributes of governance: 

accountability, responsibility, monitoring and review, with innovative aspects de-

signed to mobilize sustainable development at multiple levels (Bernstein 2014). 

Resources such as these are being developed from the interface with RCE practice 

and at the frontier of dialogue and documentation for guiding institutional and 

social transitions to sustainability.

The Power of Networks

Looking back to the evolving RCE network, the essential question arises: Why 

have RCEs proven to be such an appealing way of thinking and acting for ESD in 

different parts of the world? 

Perhaps all RCE members at the start were asking themselves why the idea of an 

RCE attracted and involved them, in spite of the variety of other associations, net-

works, coalitions and movements around. In the authors’ view, the first key idea in 

answering this question seems to be the value of multistakeholder, cross-sectoral 

partnerships.

The idea of mobilizing efforts of different organizations interested in formal and 

non-formal ESD is the core idea of the RCE model. An RCE deliberately includes 

different sectors (public, private, NGO), levels (international, regional, national, 

local) and cultures. Professional/thematic and social networks are considered en-

gines for change by RCEs worldwide. This is clear by looking at the reports of 

RCEs mid-Decade in 2009 (see Box 9.2).

It should be noted that a multistakeholder approach is one of the core principles of 

sustainable development: “The complexity of our work and the interdependence 

Partnerships:
A Key to the Future
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Box 9.2

RCE Partnership Metaphors 

(Extracted from 2009 RCE Reports)

Our RCE is:

• A network of creative forces (RCE Skåne, 

Sweden)

• A rich resource pool being tapped for 

common goals (RCE Delhi, India)

• An umbrella towards change (RCE 

Tongyeong, South Korea)

• Possibly best described by an African 

proverb: ”If one wants to go quickly, one 

goes alone. If one wants to go far, one 

goes accompanied“ (RCE Porto Metro-

 politan Area, Portugal)

• Like a busy bee yard (RCE Nuremberg, 

Germany)

• 

everywhere (RCE Okayama, Japan)

• A good example of educators’ cooperati-

on (RCE Kyrgyzstan)

• Like a spider in the regional web of activi-

ties related to sustainability (RCE Rhine-

 Meuse, The Netherlands) 

of the different sectors require identifying different stakeholders and supporting 

varying methods that honour diversity and are appropriate for particular condi-

tions. RCEs serve as a crucial cross-sector nexus or hub for groups that might not 

traditionally work together, even though we function within the broader context 

together” (Kim Smith, RCE Greater Portland).

Participation in the global RCE network and thematic 

groups brings an added value to the activities of an 

individual RCE. “We believe that RCEs can contribu-

te effectively to implementing the proposed Global 

Action Programme because of its organization in a 

network which facilitates the coordination of joint 

programs among several RCEs that share common 

interests and goals” (Olga María Bermúdez, RCE Bo-

gotá). Networking provides a possibility of benchmark- 

ing for mutual learning and developing of RCEs. It 

is important for exchanging experiences in national/

local policy development and specific activities, such 

as using traditional knowledge or developing quality 

assurance in higher education.

Networking facilitates the integration of an interna-

tional dimension into an RCE’s local activities, facili- 

tating transfer of knowledge, practical experiences 

and worldviews into national and local contexts. Con-

sequently, “exchanges between RCEs could also lift 

regional issues on the international agenda” (Thomas 

Schwab, RCE Munich), and allow RCEs to be part of 

processes coordinated by UN agencies worldwide. In 

a broader scope, it means an emerging multicultural 

approach in the activities of RCEs and critical oppor-

tunity to clarify values for sustainable development 

issues. 

The involvement of different actors and interests seems to be an essential factor for 

a holistic approach in investigating the complexity of processes in contemporary 

societies, for multistakeholder decisionmaking as well as for achieving synergy 

in actions and intercultural understanding. At the same time, the dynamics of 

RCE activities suppose the role of partnerships not only for specific projects, but 

also for rethinking the role and methodology of ESD and sustainability science as 

well as the criteria for project evaluation. 

The potential of partnerships is important also for facilitating interconnection in 

implementing the GAP priority areas: achieving policy support on different levels 

might be essential for the other four priorities; qualification of educators is closely 

related with a whole institution approach; educators and youth are driving forces 

for creating sustainable local communities, etc. Looking further, a rational synergy 

of the GAP priorities could be seen as a precondition of transformative up-scaling. 

It is also important to facilitate connections between different levels of education 
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Box 9.3

used by RCEs for different aims, as exempli-

RCE Munich: “It is possible to develop an 

open environment which allows ESD activities 

to prosper through frequent exchanges with 

[an RCE‘s] stakeholders, and communication 

with administration and politics. RCE Munich 

is a neutral meeting point for networking and 

multistakeholder exchanges, and also an in-

cubator for project groups and project work.” 

(T. Schwab)

RCE Guwahati: “Engaging and educating 

local communities has been a priority area 

of RCE Guwahati‘s programs over the years. 

RCE partners are bringing in expertise of 

handling different stakeholder groups. The 

competencies needed to handle a livelihood- 

focused program or a school-focused program 

are different. Partners bring in expertise re-

Southern African RCEs: “Through value crea-

tion and more intensive networking, RCEs 

can create more sustainability commons 

using community input that can provide for 

purposive and incidental learning. These 

commons appear to work best where practi-

tioners, researchers, interested users and ad-

vocates work collaboratively together.” 

(T. Pesanayi) 

and between different forms of education (formal 

and non-formal) in implementing the GAP prior- 

ities on whole-institution approaches, qualification 

of educators, and youth. For example, universities 

of applied sciences may be encouraged to support 

technical vocational education and training (TVET) 

at the secondary level; cooperation of classical univer- 

sities with universities of applied sciences could facili- 

tate their research component. Ultimately it is through 

partnerships that RCEs can efficiently achieve a variety 

of aims (see Box 9.3).

Partnerships with Higher Education

A multistakeholder approach in the context of RCEs 

means not only cross-sectoral and integrative ap- 

proaches in exploring particular sustainability ques-

tions; it also provides interplay, through the involve- 

ment of higher education institutions (HEIs), among 

research, practice and public/community interest, in 

turn leading to transformative innovation. It is a win-

win situation for HEIs by strengthening their integra-

tion of studies and research into developmental pro-

cesses, as well as for business and local communities 

by developing their intellectual potential for technolo-

gical and social innovation. 

Note that in this process the social sciences and  

humanities are as valued as the natural and applied 

sciences and technologies, particularly with the shift 

from discipline-based to problem-based studies and 

research. In this context, a key notion of Agenda 21 

(UN, 1992, para 35.10) is still relevant, namely, that:

Social processes are subject to multiple variations 

across time and space, regions and culture. They both 

affect and are influenced by changing environmental 

conditions. Human factors are key driving forces in 

these intricate sets of relationships and exert their in-

fluence directly on global change. Therefore, study of 

the human dimensions of the causes and consequences 

of environmental change and of more sustainable de-

velopment paths is essential.

RCEs bring together experts on these human dimensions, within their social and 

geographic contexts, to understand the root causes underlying unsustainable  

human activities, to inform the goals of sustainable development and well-being 

at regional levels, and to address these challenges, individually and collectively. 

For example, RCE Greater Portland has put a particular emphasis on social sus-

tainability, asking its community to consider core questions related to social ju-

stice and equity.
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RCEs are well positioned to champion such multidisciplinary and transdiscipli-

nary research processes because they can draw on professionals and practitioners 

across disciplines and ways of knowing, with a key focus on sustainability learning 

and action.

Through RCEs, universities can facilitate the development of a plurality of posi-

tions and strategies, democratize access to knowledge by strengthening relations 

with NGOs and community-based organizations, and provide expertise and advice 

in decisionmaking. For example, the People’s Sustainability Treaty on Higher Educa-

tion (UN Conference on SD, 2012) provides guidelines for HEIs in terms of eight 

principles. The last principle, “sustainable development as a whole-of-institution 

commitment” (which is also reflected in the GAP) could be considered as a major 

precondition in the HEI acting as a principle agent for societal transformation. 

RCEs could also contribute significantly in defining and evaluating the academic 

quality of HEIs in relation to ESD. According to the UNESCO definition of academic 

quality: “Quality in higher education is a multi-dimensional, multilevel and dynamic 

concept that relates to the contextual settings of an educational model, to the in-

stitutional mission and objectives, as well as to specific standards within a given 

system, institution, programme, or discipline” (UNESCO-CEPES, 2007, p.70).  

Representing different stakeholders and initiating public debate, RCEs can provide 

incentives for rethinking the mission and actions of member universities, as well 

as discussing qualitative indicators for evaluating sustainable developmental go-

als. 

Partnerships with Secondary Education and TVET 

RCEs can help address challenges in advancing ESD within secondary schools and 

vocational training. For example, ESD is frequently missing within vocational train-

ing or only minimally found in curricula frameworks. Hence the basic question 

and challenge is to see how ESD can be implemented in professional curricula 

and school-based curriculum.

School culture and profession-oriented curricula often pose a difficulty for the in-

clusion of ESD content in the classroom. Concerns are raised about how to assess 

the technical and interdisciplinary skills of students related to ESD and to what 

extent the needs of potential future employees are covered within the framework 

of ESD. However, the challenges of doing this assessment do not undermine the 

need for this type of education. In many ways, ESD provides a vehicle for building 

students’ innovation and entrepreneurial capacities. This can be especially valuable 

in engaging students who do not respond to traditional ways of teaching with 

learning and performance issues.

Methodological approaches for ESD are also often neglected in professional 

education. These approaches presuppose an interactive use of media and tools, 

along with interaction within heterogeneous groups and possibilities for inde-

pendent action. Methodologies need to be action-oriented and student-centred to 

allow a high level of self-initiated participation by students. The challenge is to 

train teachers to be able to teach key ESD competencies with appropriate teaching 

methods while practicing and training occur in situated contexts or on the job.
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RCEs, as local and regional multistakeholder net-

works, can provide a wide range of learning oppor-

tunities to support schools and TVET. This is especial- 

ly the case in developing and adapting ESD-based 

school curricula to be state of the art in terms of global 

ESD research and discourse. Teachers can also be 

supported by RCEs in adapting their teaching to stu-

dents’ learning styles (especially students with special 

needs) to achieve learning outcomes for sustainability 

that increase sustainable forms of employment, 

entrepreneurialism and lifestyles. Issues of sustain-

able development should be prepared and organized 

in a methodical way such that students can make a 

connection between their daily habits and lifestyles, 

their professional training, and global sustainability 

challenges. An important inter-RCE example demon- 

strating strategies RCEs employ to collectively address 

critical challenges of improving quality of vocational 

education is found in Box 9.4. 

RCEs Responding to Immediate 
and Systemic Crises

As an initiative of UNU and originating under the 

DESD, RCEs have a distinct ability to respond to global 

systems in crisis. This is due to RCEs providing a unique 

capacity for relationship building at various organi- 

zational and geographic scales, whether through 

local and regional initiatives or inter-regional part-

nerships outlined above. Their connection to the UN 

system means that RCEs are able to access global 

research and knowledge on particular sustainability  

issues generated through the UN and its agencies, in 

addition to global higher education organizations (see 

Chapter 10). RCEs also indirectly assume the institutio-

nal authority associated with implementing the various 

UN commitments to SD and ESD within their re-

Box 9.4

Education for All: Improving the 

quality of vocational education 

This inter-RCE process seeks to improve the 

quality of vocational education by building 

on principles of ESD and creating better 

labour market conditions. It is focused on 

schools and curricula development through 

 

vocational education and training institutions 

in different countries of Europe and Africa, 

 

elements of teacher training that empower 

educators to facilitate development of vocati-

onal education and training programs based 

on existing good practices. It also aims at es-

tablishing action research to develop metho- 

dologies that enable grassroots and other 

local initiatives in regions around the world to 

design and develop needs-based vocation- 

al education and training institutions. The 

project aspires to redesign the structure and 

infrastructure of vocational education by in-

tegrating marginalized groups and giving 

entrepreneurial skills to young people and 

vulnerable groups to increase job security. 

Capacity development for these new initiati-

ves in vocational education and training will 

be secured through collaboration across the 

RCE community thereby creating a worldwide 

network of interrelated helping organiza-

tions. RCEs from Kenya, Nigeria, Bangladesh,  

Germany, and the Netherlands are currently 

aligning their actions to formulate project 

strategies and to advance fundraising efforts.

 

gions. 

RCEs also have the legitimacy associated with the regional and local organizations 

with which they are affiliated, including regional and local governmental authorities, 

higher education and school partners, and other NGOs. These long-term relation- 

ships build trust and enable RCEs to transcend traditional disputes between 

governments and other economic and organizational sectors that may prevent  

inter-regional collaboration due to competition and organizational limitations. 

The governance structures of RCEs bring different groups to the same table in a 

way that is uncommon in many places and systems.
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When reflecting on global systems in crisis, whether ecological, social, or eco-

nomic, it is important to think of the capacities RCEs provide to their respective 

regions and national and global organizations to respond to adverse shocks and 

stresses at various scales. RCEs can play a critical role in facilitating communica-

tion and collaboration, thus creating resilience at both regional and global levels 

in the face of unsustainable human activities, livelihood patterns and use of in-

appropriate technologies. RCEs, within their own region, can work with local 

communities to identify and measure what is occurring, publicize the adverse 

consequences over the long-term if alternative methods are not employed, and 

offer research solutions. 

RCEs can also formulate new livelihood practices. This can include identifying 

traditional knowledge of earlier sustainable practices that could be reintroduced, 

as well as pioneering new livelihood practices through active engagement of local 

RCE partners and community members. Often the inability to alter a practice 

stems from complex social systems and relationships, especially those associated 

with power imbalances and lack of long-term organizational accountability for 

degradation of environmental resources and quality of life. In this case RCEs are 

able to foster dialogue and engage in broad popular education, creating political 

and economic space for organizational actors to move to alternative livelihood pat-

terns and land uses. At the same time, RCEs can assist organizations in adopting 

policies to increase accountability and/or create new regional organizations to im-

plement initiatives, thereby addressing potential policy inertia and citizen passiv- 

ity. Depending on unique regional needs, RCEs can identify experts and share 

both codified and tacit knowledge within and between regions.

In the case of responding to shocks (natural or social) that impact a community 

suddenly in the short-term, RCEs could offer informed, timely, and comprehensive 

intervention strategies to avoid a significant drop in community productive capa-

city and individual well-being. When one is dealing with unanticipated events for 

which communities are ill prepared or events of such a magnitude that previous 

preparations are inadequate and overwhelmed, the social capital found in the net-

works inherent within an RCE is indispensable. In this case RCEs will be able to 

creatively mobilize a multisectoral response to such crises. Their positions of trust 

in the community and pre-established inter-organizational and individual relati-

onships would be critical in times of social breakdown, collective paralysis, and 

individual opportunism common in disaster situations. In order to avoid exacer-

bating adverse conditions, RCEs can help increase awareness of critical social and 

ecological dimensions of the problems being addressed and transform disasters 

into important learning opportunities that allow communities to rebuild using 

more sustainable building practices and reduce exposure to future risks.

While natural and social disasters may be rare in a given region, the likelihood of 

such events occurring somewhere on the planet is a regular occurrence. This means 

that, over time, RCEs experiencing disasters are able to share their experiences 

through the global RCE network. This occurred, for example, with the 2011 Tohoku 

earthquake and tsunami in Japan, which had significant adverse impacts on the 

Sendai region. RCE Greater Sendai was able to share stories and lessons from this 

region through the global RCE network. Given such shared knowledge and the  

political connectedness of RCEs to governments, businesses and NGOs, including 
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international bodies such as the UN, RCEs can play a growing role in lobbying for 

strategic interventions in relation to disasters as well as appropriate educational 

responses. 

In some cases these shocks may be addressable through the ability to put out 

a rapid call through the global RCE network for shared scientific expertise and 

knowledge (such as dealing with unexpected shocks to ecosystems impacting food 

security and livelihoods). Because most RCEs are structured so as to take advantage 

of unanticipated opportunities that emerge over the short-term in their regions, 

this makes them adept at mobilization in response to disasters.

Lastly, RCEs provide a platform for developing shared global concern in relation 

to regional shocks and disasters. Such empathy occurs because RCE participants 

intentionally engage with each other, across regions and over time, thereby de-

veloping a deeper understanding of what a natural disaster actually means for a 

region and its inhabitants. Even the ability of RCEs to express heartfelt sympathy 

for other regions in crisis or offer friendly good wishes for their recovery may have 

a much greater impact in creating a global culture of care than is otherwise antici- 

pated. The self-understanding as a global family of RCEs, with a shared global 

destiny, further reinforces this shared culture of caring and mutual assistance.

As identified earlier, RCEs have significant tranformative potential in four areas, 

namely, policy leadership, creating sustainable market and other livelihood oppor- 

tunities, shaping ethics and culture, and revitalizing education through transforma- 

tive projects. Each of these four areas of transformative potential will be discussed 

in turn.

RCE Policy Leadership and Prospects for Post-2014 Policy

National governments are currently being asked how they will contribute to the 

GAP. Strategically, RCEs can offer to help governments with suggestions for both 

policies, programs and various types of resourcing needed at local, regional and na-

tional levels, in addition to helping implement initiatives. RCEs are also responsible 

for reminding national governments of previous commitments made during the 

DESD as well as new state roles given within the terms of GAP. Thus there is a 

need to ensure that national and local governments and regional offices of UN 

agencies are made aware of RCEs and their role in advancing ESD. Such offices 

could assist in networking RCEs at a continental scale or in relation to addressing 

specific sustainability issues that are part of their mandate.

Transformative
Potential of RCEs

The global discourse of sustainable development 

must always be open to questioning at the local level. 

A prime example is to make provision for the world- 

views and voices of indigenous peoples. There is a risk 

that sustainable development will overwhelm or 

exclude some of the specific qualities and dimensions 

of indigenous knowledge, such as spirituality and the 

understanding of human kinship with all living things 

(Tunks, 2013; Thomas, 2011). RCEs can help keep local, 

grounded, practical and responsive knowledge and 

Box 9.5

Gathering Youth Voices

RCE Oldenburger Münsterland in Germany 

demonstrated the power of local youth voices 

through its regional Youth Report. They gau-

ged how youth and young adults between 

the ages of 12 and 24 years judged the at-

tractiveness of their region in terms of their  

 cont.  
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activities alive and shape policy at national and glob- 

al scales. For example, RCE Greater Portland’s NGO 

partner, Wisdom of the Elders, collects the stories 

and knowledge of Native Americans and shares their 

traditional knowledge with youth within and outside 

of their indigenous communities. A further RCE ex-

ample involves gathering voices of youth (see Box 9.5).

Given examples like these, the proposal to extend con-

tributions of RCEs to the GAP is founded on 10 years 

of implementation and practice. Hopefully, these ef-

forts will generate an international imperative for 

governments to support and implement the work of 

RCEs as part of their global actions and responsibili-

ties. Implementation at this scale suggests the need 

private and professional future along with 

identifying action-oriented policy changes 

that could promote their desire to stay and 

work in the region. These results inform future 

political, educational and economic decisi-

ons at a regional level through a multistake- 

holder advisory board established by the  

RCE. This regional data is especially important 

as the results of national or international youth 

studies often misjudge or disregard the  

 

people, particularly those in rural regions. 

  

for major strengthening of institutional capacity through UNESCO and possibly 

through other UN agencies and global partners, with strategies for national level 

institutional development. At this level it will be most effective to build the capa-

city of organizations already working for ESD. Given the scale and urgency of the 

GAP, an implementation plan akin to important global agreements such as the 

Convention on Biological Diversity or the UN Declaration of Human Rights is 

needed.

To achieve this, every country where RCEs operate and where governments have 

signed a protocol for implementation of ESD could be asked to establish an RCE-

led Commission for ESD to oversee and support policy development, professional 

development for leadership, curriculum development and integration of ESD into 

early childhood, primary, secondary and tertiary education. Such commissions 

could then ensure that the dynamic and responsive processes of RCEs continue to 

inform public policy and practices. Such a role includes safeguarding the unique 

indigenous education programs and development initiatives, as well as embrac- 

ing the social sciences and humanities in addition to science and technology. 

Such provisions ensure that ESD continues to benefit from diversity of practice, 

and that public policy for ESD retains a dynamic quality that resists the risk of  

becoming enclosed in institutional ideology. 

Innovations in Policy Processes, Programs and Projects for ESD

A key RCE contribution exists in helping inform appropriate policies for ESD. If 

policies reflect the intentional goals of organizations then sustainable develop-

ment requires self-awareness, reflection and revisions to existing policies within 

governments, businesses, NGOs, cooperatives, professional organizations, and 

education institutions (among others). When creating such policies, the challen-

ge is to remain grounded within local and regional dimensions of sustainability, 

including the diverse voices of all stakeholders. Such an alignment will not occur 

through top-down processes. These international and national policies need to 

be responsive to (rather than constrain) local policy formulation for ESD that, 

in turn, is tied to locally embedded practitioners of sustainable development. An 

iterative and educational global and national listening exercise in policy formation 

(vs. a centralized command-control model) would allow for reformulation and 

transmission of global and national policies back to diverse communities who see 

these policies reflected in their realities.
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How is such a process to be managed and constructive policy cycles created? 

RCEs provide potential vehicles for being attentive to regional policies of various 

organizational sectors and inspire learning across sectors and geographic regions. 

Through the ongoing incorporation of government policymakers in RCE decision- 

making structures and networking with national and local government author- 

ities at RCE events, RCEs provide an opportunity for essential networking  

between governmental authorities. The exchange of information can also be en-

abled through the development and collection of model SD policies from various 

governments into an RCE database that can be adapted to specific contexts. In ad-

dition, RCEs are able to pioneer new regional authorities helping to monitor and 

regulate sustainability issues that are either trans-jurisdictional or subregional. 

Chapter 6 provides examples of how RCEs can critically and constructively engage 

in policy processes in various regions.

RCEs can facilitate the delivery of programs for ESD at a regional/local level where 

there are larger scale national or global funding bodies (and/or organizations with 

non-financial resources) committed to advancing dimensions of ESD including 

the SDGs currently under negotiation. UN agencies can see RCEs as UN ambassa-

dors within local communities and as active partners and promoters of the values, 

conventions and initiatives of the UN, including those dealing with SD, ESD and 

global citizenship. The workability on the ground of UN and other organizational 

programs can be enhanced where RCEs serve as both implementers and soun-

ding boards for improving program design, especially where organizations recog-

nize the need for some flexibility in how this delivery takes place.

To the extent that RCEs mobilize ESD efforts, frequently on a voluntary basis, key 

conventions arising from UN sustainable development agendas (such as those 

dealing with climate change, biological diversity and desertification) and the new 

SDGs can serve as regional rallying points for ESD. This is distinguished from 

traditional UN programs being primarily implemented through national govern- 

ments. This new model creates a very different and innovative role for various 

global covenants and agreements for ESD than has existed in the past, and new 

dynamics around how such local programs or projects should be supported,  

monitored and evaluated, recognizing that resources often principally derive from 

local communities.

RCEs are also able to provide important policy and programmatic innovations for 

educational organizations, especially as it relates to educational curricula. Pro-

grammatically, RCEs can also create living laboratory projects that directly engage 

individuals in situated learning experiences. For example, RCE Saskatchewan is 

employing an eco-museum model to develop living laboratories in both urban 

neighbourhoods and rural communities within its region. The University of West- 

ern Sydney‘s Hawksbury Riverfarm in RCE Greater Western Sydney is another 

important example of a living laboratory (see Fadeeva, Payyappallimana & Petry, 

2012, Chapter 5).

In developing new educational programs, a further challenge is the need to recog- 

nize new paradigms of knowledge that are intentionally associated with actions 

and processes. Such transformative practices are key to the future. Sustainable de-

velopment, by its nature, involves activity. While building upon a new paradigm of 
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knowledge, however, ESD also draws upon all our previous knowledges, especially 

those that have been overlooked in the dominant development paradigms associ-

ated with industrialization. These knowledges include indigenous or traditional 

ways of knowing, scientific knowledge (including the social and natural sciences), 

engineering, the humanities (including areas focusing on the past (history), the 

future (e.g. ethics), and what makes life meaningful (e.g. literature, philosophy 

and art)), experiential learning, learning within professions/trades/occupations, 

and broad-based cultural learning.

Creating Sustainable Market Opportunities and Sustainable Livelihoods

In addition to the transformative potential of RCEs in policy development and 

programming, they have further potential in the area of creating sustainable liveli- 

hood opportunities, including market opportunities. The background statement 

of GAP outlines the need to provide “meaningful and relevant education” and 

relates this goal to the UN Secretary-General’s Global Education First Initiative 

“which pursues the promotion of global citizenship as one of its three priorities” 

(UNESCO, 2013).

At first glance, this might seem to be in tension to the extent that “relevant” educa-

tion is often viewed quite narrowly to mean meeting demands for skilled or special- 

ized labour in relation to existing market conditions. However, relevant education 

for advancing citizen livelihoods would also include, for example, building skill 

sets that are generally held by the public, promoting a general ability to use inter-

mediate technologies appropriate to a given local market and/or ecological setting, 

and advancing non-market livelihood specializations (such as those enhancing 

one’s volunteer capacity). Furthermore, implicit in “citizenship” is the notion of 

self-directed, self-governing activity – whether by an individual or community – in 

a way that is conducive to autonomy and interdependence at the local and global 

level. This implies a transformed way of thinking about how human beings make 

a living and how development is done, that provides much greater control than 

has historically existed to individuals and their supporting communities in the 

local, regional and global development agendas. Yet this view of greater grassroots 

and community control is consistent with how sustainable development and sus-

tainable livelihoods have been understood. RCEs can (and, in many instances, do) 

play a central role in generating self-reflective communities that are able to create 

livelihood activities that are sustainable and meaningful. 

RCEs allow communities to collectively ask the question “What is meaningful 

and relevant for us and for our planet?” The ability to reflect on this question 

demands an education that is grounded as much in the humanities and social 

sciences as in hard sciences, mathematics and engineering. Relevant education 

also implies examining the inequities and stratification systems within societies 

and the timeliness in addressing local opportunities while remaining cognizant 

of increasingly challenging limits imposed by our ecological, social and economic 

systems. These limitations (which are, perhaps, better thought of as creative op-

portunities to rethink existing practices) emerge if one takes seriously one’s ethi-

cal duties towards the poor and vulnerable, to non-human species and to future 

generations. RCEs can help communities take an active role in charting their own 

development paths that take into account these short-term impacts and long-term 

consequences. In so doing, these paths effectively map out a range of substantive 
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freedoms for action situated in communities that are consistent with the moral 

and practical imperatives of SD.

Several challenges are already evident. Many communities lack traditions of set-

ting their own sustainable development paths. At the same time, individuals also 

lack confidence and experience in constructing their own (sustainable) livelihoods. 

This implies that RCEs can play an important role in providing encouragement and 

courage to local innovators – whether individuals, organizations or collaborative 

initiatives. Many RCEs, in identifying and providing recognition of ESD projects 

at the regional level, provide this vital role. By creating platforms for sharing  

stories, including successes, mistakes and lessons learned, RCEs develop new 

spaces of learning for sustainable development. They also can showcase other 

examples from RCEs around the globe that may work locally to further inspire  

change. This showcasing is, in part, occurring through the Global RCE Awards 

program initiated by UNU in 2012 and the annual reporting requirements of 

RCEs that document RCE flagship projects.

Rather than traditional models, where development happens to communities, 

RCEs can provide gentle, yet persistent, leadership that empowers individuals and 

organizations and provides ideas for guidance that reinforce their own decision- 

making power. This gentle leadership is especially possible where an RCE‘s  

authority derives not from financial or material resources, but from its accumu-

lated expertise. These new “houses of wisdom” respect that the need for resource 

mobilization for sustainability is frequently voluntary, which requires an approach 

that is respectful of the freely-willed choices of individual and community actors. 

The voice of an RCE, however, is distinct to the extent that it can offer a collaborative 

voice through its membership both within and outside the organizations partici-

pating in the RCE. This is enhanced to the extent that an RCE is conceptualized 

as a regional movement for ESD (as opposed to only an organizational entity) and 

the global RCE initiative is seen as a global movement.

As such, RCEs need to help identify strategic tipping points for action within their 

respective communities that critically examine the cultural and structural aspects 

of the communities, and create game-changing conditions for sustainability that 

further drive systemic changes. To do so, RCEs can play a role in monitoring and 

advancing new livelihood practices and patterns of sustainable consumption and 

production. In addition, RCEs have a role in facilitating the education needed for 

the adoption of transformative or disruptive technologies, or both, that challenge 

the status quo and provide competitiveness for poor, small and medium-sized 

enterprises, and alternative enterprises (such as cooperatives and credit unions). 

This can play a critical role in ensuring that the well-being of the most vulnerable 

is advanced, especially in regions where state and other social supports are in 

decline or non-existent. 

The education needed for this type of technology, which is appropriate to the 

needs and challenges of a given region, is highly specific and contextual. Sustain-

able vocational schools advanced by RCEs can help provide such an education and 

training (especially to a broad citizenry). It is possible that, combined with such 
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schools, RCEs could help in mobilizing productive capital (buildings, equipment 

and vehicles) that are available and shared at a local level from which an individual 

or a small company can engage in various forms of local production and local 

non-profit community organizations can mobilize such equipment on a voluntary 

basis for community projects. RCE Kano and RCE Saskatchewan are among several 

RCEs exploring this possibility.

RCEs can also be more intentional in identifying supportive organizations and 

structures within communities and/or globally that have a structural interest in 

helping these market and livelihood transformations to occur. For example, the 

global community of cooperative enterprises under the auspices of the Interna- 

tional Cooperative Alliance (ICA) is already examining how it can, as a sector, help 

advance the SDGs and has adopted sustainability as one of its five priority areas 

emerging from the UN Year of the Cooperative in 2012 (ILO & ICA, 2014). 

RCEs also have the potential to support broad changes in culture for sustainable 

development. This requires RCEs engaging with the keepers of culture within com-

munities. This includes intentionally engaging indigenous groups, youth, elders, 

faith organizations, artists and cultural organizations. This, in turn, allows for a 

vision to emerge where all people are viewed as being both educators for SD as 

well as learners within their respective contexts. From hosting films and forums 

to engaging in service and reflective activities, RCEs can continue to help facilitate 

cultural change towards sustainable paradigms. Using “E4 models” of education, 

environment, economy and equity, ongoing transformation for sustainability can 

become culturally embedded and deemed normal practice in the diversity of com-

munities on our planet.

Intercultural Dynamics, Diversity and Ethics

Culture is the geography of sustainability, the soil in which practice is planted, 

the ground for growth, the interface of people with land and productivity, and 

exchange. All this is a way of saying that education for sustainability is culturally 

contextual. Sustainability is a framework that has the potential to be implemented 

in ways that safeguard cultural diversity; it also has the potential to exert hegemo-

ny – a stifling uniformity that disregards cultural and traditional knowledge. 

The specific grounding of RCEs in regions and cultures gives them not only the 

ability to facilitate engagement among various communities in their regions (see 

Box 9.6) but also a generative capacity to speak across the global network of RCEs. 

The regional and global conferences bring opportunities for intercultural dia- 

logue on a global scale to life while respecting differences. Sharing experiences and 

cultural knowledge from far-ranging sites such as Colombia, Peru, Uzbekistan, 

Mongolia, Kenya and New Zealand, bring the globalized effort for sustainability 

to the level of face-to-face encounters. Chords of resonance and of unfamiliarity 

are equally compelling for recognizing the diversity and complexity of shared end- 

eavours.

To meet the objectives of sustainable development, it is necessary to foster a 

knowledge dialogue, bearing in mind the great cultural diversity there is in the 

world today. Academia, educational institutions and communities have to work to-

gether to rescue the knowledge and management that peasants, indigenous popu- 
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lations, migrants from other regions, second-generation immigrants, and other 

groups have regarding their environment, in order to be included in the projects 

to be carried out in the future. The contribution and support of educators, with 

their work in formal and non-formal learning sectors around the planet, is funda-

mental to achieve the recognition and appreciation of traditional knowledge that 

allow these “others” that are less visible in today’s globalized world but have much 

to contribute from their traditional knowledge towards sustainable development 

to be both seen and heard. Cultural diversity is a competitive advantage in many 

regions worldwide, which must be assessed in its proper perspective and incorpo-

rated into development projects that are unfolding in different parts of the world.

Valuing cultural diversity involves not only respect for but also the understanding of 

cultures that have other forms of knowledge and ways of appreciating what exists, 

that are no less valuable and useful for interpreting reality. While in many coun-

tries Western culture has been regarded as the only valid culture, there are other 

cultures, using other logics and worldviews, which have also developed ways to 

see and interact with the environment; those ways have contributed to the respect- 

ful and harmonious management of nature and natural resources in different 

parts of the world.

That is why ESD stakeholders and RCEs as networks that share ESD ideas and 

also have representatives of many communities as their members, could enable 

a knowledge dialogue to thrive. Thus, together with academia, other institutions, 

andcommunities, they can build and generate proposals for environmental educa-

tion and socioeconomic models that are based on the reality of ecosystems and the 

diversity of the cultures of the different regions. An important element to carry 

out the knowledge dialogue is research that will focus 

on collecting and evaluating the experiences of indig- 

enous and other populations, systematizing these and 

drawing conceptual and methodological elements 

and alternative technologies, which form the basis for 

the formulation of future policies and guidelines for 

action. In the words of García Canclini (2004, p.134), 

“conceptual work has to use different theoretical con- 

tributions [in] discussing their interactions.”

Given systems of power and stratification around the 

world, the patterns of colonization and displacement 

need to be acknowledged to take into account the his-

tory of the present in the way education for sustain-

ability is implemented. Many initiatives to remedy 

historic breaches of trust and of treaties1 are part of an 

evolving process to change institutional and systemic 

patterns of domination that are firmly established and 

therefore set in patterns of continuity. Changes are 

needed to restore systems of indigenous tribal author- 

ity, revitalize traditional knowledge and languages, 

Box 9.6

Cultural Diversity and Knowledge 

Dialogue in RCE Bogotá

This openness to a knowledge dialogue has 

already been demonstrated in countries such 

as Colombia. In 2001, the National Policy Re-

search framework was approved by the Minis-

try of Environment, which recognizes “Mode 

2” research. It  is represented in complex sys-

tems as diverse as “... traditional and alterna-

tive systems of generation and transmission 

of knowledge, innovations and ancestral 

practices of indigenous, afro-descendants and 

other human populations, as well as settlers”, 

which are all relevant to the environment  

(Ministerio de Ambiente y Desarollo Sus-

tenible de Colombia, 2001, p.34). In this 

context RCE Bogotá developed a research  

 cont. 

1 Many colonial systems were initiated or implemented through treaties, 
such as the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi in New Zealand.
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project with the Pasto indigenous commu-

nity located in the south of Colombia, to 

see how climate change is affecting food 

security, the motherland, and the culture 

of the indigenous population. This qua-

litative research explores a case study 

on the recovery of traditional knowledge 

regarding the ancestral and indigenous chagra 

and minga communities. The strategies explo-

red in the case study ensure food security in 

the community through mitigating climate  

change. It is important to mention that minga is 

a practice that involves friends and neighbours 

coming together to do communal work ac-

 

rate meal provided by the recipient of the 

help).

It is important to disclose these practices, 

knowledge and strategies from the per-

spective of indigenous tradition in the Latin 

as these practices point out different ways of  

relating to the environment; they “preserve 

biodiversity and provide inspiration to respond 

jointly and properly to the global issues we 

face currently” (Bermúdez et al., 2005, p. 

120). The contribution and strong support 

from ESD educators, whose work can dissemi- 

nate this knowledge and values in education- 

al institutions of all levels, located in different 

regional and local contexts around the world, 

will be essential to achieving these goals that 

can promote and be consolidated within the 

global RCE network and on behalf of the 

GAP.  

address gross disparity in educational, employment 

and health outcomes, enable return of indigenous 

lands, and restore cultural systems and economies. In 

today’s world this requires a proactive and conscious 

strategy of cultural recognition.

The establishment and support of RCEs enable this 

legacy to be engaged. Supporting cultural diversity 

withinRCEs informs remedial ways of working, de-

velops shared and forward-looking pathways and 

fosters partnerships with indigenous communities 

in an RCE’s region. The idea of remedy includes cul-

tural respect, setting aside dominant assumptions 

and worldviews, having openness to knowledge from 

different cultural traditions, and approaching pro-

grams and planning in consultation and partnership 

with indigenous communities and all stakeholders as 

much as possible. Remedy has the further dimension 

of working for beneficial environmental and social 

outcomes, so intercultural relations include forging 

improvements in the health of rivers and transitions 

to low carbon energy, in addition to employment path- 

ways in work for sustainability such as clean energy, 

organic agriculture, green technology, corporate social 

responsibility and environmental accountability. RCEs 

present the opportunity to restore the cultivation 

of relational ethics that are respectful of cultural differ- 

ence and that are Earth-centred.

Yet it is also true that sustainability has been inter-

preted by some to serve the purposes of corporate 

exploitation and profit at the expense of the environ-

ment and, indeed, through the exploitation of people. 

An identification of ethical principles may reduce the 

susceptibility of sustainability to such weak interpre-

tations. The quest for an ethics to express universal 

principles that guide RCEs and yet uphold cultural-

ly and socially diverse practices can be found in the  

notion of responsibility. 

As Sizoo (2010) found in a comparative study, while understandings of responsi-

bility vary, it has a universal quality. In some cultures obligations are handed down 

through generations and thus extend across time; they can be between species, 

with understandings of all living beings as related. In Western cultures, respon- 

sibility has more of an element of choice; it may be associated with legal duties 

and have a personal orientation with a more limited time scale. Nevertheless, this 

is an ethic that expresses interdependence, recognizing that all living things are 

bound together, with each other and the planet.
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As practices of sustainability move towards more ecocentric worldviews and to 

economic systems which take account of life-sustaining services provided by  

ecosystems, ethics need to evolve to become not only inter-human but also  

inter-species. RCE practices, through recognition of cultural diversity within 

an RCE and across communities, must also involve recognition of systems and 

practices that are destructive to the planet and that perpetuate injustice.

Transformative Learning

A further potential of RCEs relates to an RCE’s ability to transform learning. 

Transformative education is a paradigm shift away from education to shape 

individualistic agency, ownership and competitiveness. It embraces a relational  

understanding of human development that is other-centred rather than self-centred. 

Transformative education embraces ecologically-centred perspectives, rather than 

a human-centred worldview, with people considered as part of a dynamic and inter- 

dependent whole.

Box 9.7

Water has Consciousness

A group of scientists, university students and 

kura

-

tiaki (tribal guardian). Bulldozers were being 

used to remove the surrounding willow trees 

from the adjacent land, leaving the ground 

barren and exposed, denuding the river of its 

protective skin and shade. Willow trees are 

deemed invasive and damaging to the river 

ecosystem. The cooling effects of trees on 

the dynamics of water and sedimentation had 

not been accounted for. Erosion was evident 

along the banks, native seedlings were de- 

stroyed and signs of algal blooms from water 

exposed to the sun were evident. The Kaitiaki 

claimed, “Water has consciousness.” A stu-

dent inquired further, and the response was  

“Water has intelligence. The behaviour of the 

river will change to respond to the increase in 

light and heat from the removal of trees and 

changes in sedimentation processes from the 

loss of root systems.” (TeRangiita, R. Personal 

communication, Turangi, 2013). This trans-

formative learning experience highlighted 

the river as a living being with an integrated 

river ecology. It brought into question decisi-

ons that prioritize development interests over 

ecological integrity. 

Education for sustainable development is also inclusive 

of experiential learning, such as in civics, where  

students participate in strategic planning for the 

school, in forming submissions to local councils and 

contributing to public forums. Such opportunities for 

direct participation are supported by transformative 

learning processes that question assumptions that are 

often taken for granted. Asking how to move into the 

future consciously and deliberately involves asking 

bigger questions about values and purpose: “What is 

important to us? What are the consequences of our 

actions? How do we relate to one another and to our 

communities?” When young people and adults learn 

in engaged and transformative ways, they recognize 

how their actions have been based unconsciously on 

beliefs, values, feelings and judgments assimilated 

from others. They often reframe their deepest under-

standing of how things work personally and profes- 

sionally, and in the groups, communities, organiza-

tions and society in which they live and work. Of course, 

transformative learning looks and feels different in 

different cultures. A small anecdote (Box 9.7) demon- 

strates experiential and transformative learning as in-

cluded in the RCE Waikato program. 

A further example of transformative learning is tied 

to problem-based learning linked to specific issues of 

sustainability in a given region. This, in turn, promotes 

research and innovation. A valuable example comes 

from the OPEDUCA Project approach developed by 

RCE Rhine-Meuse and adopted by many RCEs. Box 

9.8 provides an example where sustainability issues 

related to water were a central focus.
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Box 9.8

Problem-based Learning

An example of one of the many ... good 

practices is based on the theme of water and 

comes from the Graaf Huyn College in the 

city of Sittgard-Geleen (The Netherlands). … 

A group of 200 students, aged from 14 to 15, 

started working on the theme in late 2011 

… [T]eams of students explored the theme 

of water, performing extensive research and 

sharing and debating the answers they col-

lectively found. Questions that remained un- 

answered were handed over to the RCE Secre-

tariat, partner companies and knowledge 

institutions. A phase of arranged visits from 

students to their “partners in knowledge” 

followed. These were full of guided tours, ex-

cursions, debates and experiments. Lessons 

learned during these visits were presented by 

students at the School Market to peers, man-

agers, parents, teachers and policymakers. 

This phase alone was a large happening and 

became a festival of learning for 200 students 

and around 300 visitors. (Fadeeva et al. 2012, 

p. 105) 

Box 9.9

Non-formal Education as ESD

One of the objectives of RCE Bogotá has been 

the promotion of non-formal education and 

citizen environmental education as education 

for sustainability. The RCE community sees 

the challenge of environmental education 

and ESD into the future as being of great 

importance, with its role as a key element in 

the strategy of cultural change (Bermúdez, 

2003). This strategy fosters innovative ped-

agogy that breaks traditional patterns and 

covers a new paradigm that favours the value 

of the same, that encourages knowledge of 

our ecosystems and cultures, and the proper  

management of our “biological and cultural 

treasures” (Morin, 2000), and helps clarify the 

 cont. 

Reaching Wide: Going Beyond Formal Education

The network of RCEs can help disseminate the values, 

behaviours and lifestyles for a sustainable future and 

for positive societal transformation by implementing 

non-formal education programs for a wider covera-

ge of the population that falls outside of the formal 

education that is taught in the classroom. Non-formal 

education is education that reaches the ordinary citizen, 

the housewife, the elderly and all those who do not 

go to school or university – a great number of people 

who, for a variety of reasons, are not addressed by the 

formal education system. The network of RCEs has 

proposed and developed projects within the domain 

of non-formal education or across formal and non- 

formal education, which seek to achieve educatio-

nal changes as well as open new spaces that facilita-

te comprehensive training for all, including lifelong  

learners and those that are disenfranchised and mar-

ginalized. Such education would have special charac-

teristics, paying attention to values that might be lost 

or under-emphasized at this time, such as solidarity, 

respect for diversity and all forms of life, collaboration, 

environmental ethics and responsibility. Box 9.9 pro-

vides an RCE example of non-formal education.

Evaluation as Learning: Appreciative 

reflection on RCE processes

Part of the transformative learning engaged in by 

RCEs relates to the role evaluation has played in the 

evolution of RCEs. As RCEs contemplate their future 

handprint in expanding ESD in the post-DESD period, 

UNU-IAS has appropriately facilitated an appreciative 

enquiry of the past experiences of RCEs as a guide to 

mapping out the future. Recent RCE evaluation pro-

cesses were carried out in Australia, Asia, Europe and 

Africa and have included very young RCEs (that are 

mostly looking at learning from the early mobilization 

stage and developmental evaluation) to older RCEs 

learning from existing processes and formulating 

and measuring outcomes and impacts. Chapter 7 de-

monstrates how various approaches have been used 

in different contexts resulting in the development of a 

hybrid evaluation framework by a group of southern 

African RCEs.
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meaning of being a citizen of the world. The 

RCE’s Forum Environmental Program seeks to 

educate citizens of the city of Bogotá towards 

achieving harmonious interactions between 

society and nature in their personal and col-

lective life (Bermúdez, 2003), encouraging 

practices such as healthy eating, recycling, 

responsible consumption, citizen participa-

tion, a sense of belonging and identity with 

the city and its public spaces, among others. 

It encourages learning and teaching proces-

ses that facilitate collaboration among partici- 

pants, who belong to different educational 

levels and age groups. It contributes to the 

dialogue of knowledge among the public, 

academia, traditional knowledge represen-

tatives, universities, educational institutions 

and environmental NGOs, contributing their 

experience in voluntary work with communi-

ties, thereby enriching teamwork. It promotes 

innovative, free, open and inclusive spaces in 

which the joint construction of knowledge 

and dissemination of advanced projects in 

different contexts and practices, providing 

adequate solutions for regional and local 

needs. 

a global learning space for ESD and 
the importance of freedom

As shown, RCEs possess distinctive transformative 

potential related to policy and program development, 

sustainable livelihoods, ethics and culture, and trans-

formative learning, including evaluation of learning. 

All of these potentials, grounded in the distinctive 

collaborative partnering arrangements of RCEs, are 

made possible by the freedom RCEs have to form these 

partnerships in the first place, based on the needs of 

their regions. The creation of a global learning space 

for ESD built on these distinctive transformative po-

tentials and outlined in the Tongyeong Declaration 

must also be built on this freedom of inquiry. 

As an initiative of UNU, RCEs see themselves, in 

part, as a global scholarly network with a central goal 

of research and innovation related to ESD. As a global 

scholarly network, RCEs need to structurally resist 

being categorized in such a way that hampers their 

curiosity and freedom to investigate the most promis- 

ing educational solutions to sustainable development 

challenges whether or not they fall within the priority 

research and action areas of specific organizations 

(whether national and state governments, businesses, 

NGOs, etc.). The participation of RCEs with higher 

education partners presupposes that conditions of 

academic freedom need to be maintained by the RCE as part of this UNU initiative. 

The loss of the formal conditions of academic freedom through administrative re-

strictions imposed on RCEs through administrative directives (more appropriate 

in the corporate or government worlds) would lead to RCEs losing credibility 

from the higher education sector and, in turn, a reduced capacity to freely mobi-

lize (both financially and ethically) the support of individual professors, students 

and other community-based scholars. Ultimately these educational partners are 

motivated through curiosity resulting, in turn, in pursuing investigator-driven  

research – all of which only occurs under conditions of scholarly freedom. 

Having stated this, there is much to be curious about in the ESD agenda and RCEs 

can harness the creative energies inspired by such curiosity about what a sustain-

able future might look like. The needs and actions of their specific organizatio-

nal partners, communities and regions may prioritize particular issue areas and 

practical problems related to sustainable development that require research and 

innovation, which may not traditionally have emerged within higher education 

and other research settings. Learning that takes place within these living labora- 

tories can then be globally networked among RCEs with exchanges of people, 

technologies and educational resources that, in turn, can be freely adapted to par-

ticular local settings.
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A global learning space will emerge as RCEs receive further structural support 

(both financial and in-kind) from international organizations (e.g. UNU and other 

UN agencies, global businesses and cooperative organizations committed to SD, 

human service organizations and environmental NGOs). The additional support 

will enable RCEs to flourish as a global community. During the DESD, RCEs pro-

ved their worth with only modest resourcing from UNU and other UN bodies, but 

have not been able to achieve their full potential. Further support from UN bodies 

and other international organizations during the next decade can symbolically  

legitimize RCEs to other regional actors. It will also help them implement their 

ESD strategies more effectively, given that RCEs can 

enable global organizational partnering with local 

organizations that are most able to deliver program-

matically their national and international goals. Such 

resourcing needs to be done in a way that is fully trans-

parent and not restrictive of an RCE‘s local autonomy, 

in order to maintain the trust of its constituents and 

best meet the needs of its communities.

RCEs are new structures that seek to bring whole- 

institution approaches of ESD to the policy level 

to give effect to the second goal of the GAP (2014,  

p. 3, sec. 9). In this case, at both a regional and global  

level, RCEs become a reference and impetus for poli- 

cy development. They are also a source for research on 

whole-institution approaches for regional organizatio-

nal stakeholders and national and international orga-

nizations. In addition, the RCE global learning space 

can also holistically approach all five areas of the GAP 

through strategic regional approaches to ESD, poten-

tially addressing more than one of these five target 

areas at a time (see Box 9.10).

Looking ahead, a rational synergy of the GAP priori-

ties could be seen as a precondition for transformative 

up-scaling of ESD work. Growing RCE networks can 

increase collective impact by facilitating connections 

between different levels of education and between 

different forms and sectors of education (formal and 

non-formal) in implementing all five priorities. The 

Box 9.10

Individual RCE Programs Addressing 

Multiple GAP Target Areas

A practical example of such a program would 

integrate three of the GAP priorities: (1) whole- 

 

cations of educators, and (3) youth. In this 

case, universities of applied sciences could 

be encouraged to support TVET at the se-

condary level; cooperation of classical univer- 

sities with universities of applied sciences 

could facilitate their research components; 

and counting prior learning by giving relevant 

credits would facilitate an educational con-

tinuum that provides innovative models for 

lifelong learning. One could also conceptu-

ally imagine the following program being de-

veloped by RCEs in their regions that addres-

 

“youth educators in local communities for 

transformation of policies leading to whole- 

institution approaches for ESD”. Such a pro-

gram could be implemented by a school 

of public policy, working with a high school  

within a given RCE or with multiple RCEs. 

fifth priority area (focused on ESD and communities) could be especially high-

lighted by RCEs as they seek to provide bottom-up versus top-down learning op-

portunities for sustainable development. In this way RCEs could supply networks 

of organizations and institutions of all educational sectors with material, concepts 

and knowledge that are grounded in the circumstances of their respective regions, 

thereby increasing collective impact, overall.
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