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UNECE High-level meeting of Environment and Education Ministries 

Vilnius 17-18 March 2005

Intervention by Anders Johnson,

Director at the Swedish Ministry of Education, Research and Culture

Day 1 

Thank you Mrs chair,

Mr President, excellences, distinguished delegates.

First of all my warm congratulation to all of you who participated in the process to set up this UN ECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable development. A strategy we aim to adopt at this meeting.  It covers the main and necessary aspects that need to be addressed if we are to achieve sustainable development.  

Education is part of the Swedish National Strategy for Sustainable Development. We need to make education for sustainable development a true reality at all levels of education and in all kind of education, formal as well as non-formal and informal. Although we have worked for a long time to integrate sustainable development into the education system, there are still a lot to be done. 

In Sweden a national committee appointed by the Government has recently presented its analyses how education systems at all levels work to promote sustainable development. An important part of the task was to organize an international meeting on education for sustainable development, the consultation entitled Learning to change our world.

I will mention some of its findings and proposals for further actions: 

- Education Acts and Ordinances, Instructions to agencies in the field of education, as well as school curricula and basic teacher training should be amended or reviewed to more clearly specify that their activities will promote sustainable development. 

- In-service training for those engaged in teaching enabling them to better integrate the perspective of sustainable development into their teaching

The content should have a long-term perspective extending from the past to the future, from the global to the local. Both the process and the product of education are important. Therefore the outcome of education should be evaluated.  

Mrs Chair,

The effectiveness of education as an instrument for sustainable development is very much a question of content, of quality. Quality always counts. Education for sustainable development (ESD) must be based on the fundamental human right to education. Education for all (EFA) as formulated in the Six Dakar Goals must be the foundation. ESD and EFA are two sides of the same coin. We cannot simply say that more and longer courses or primarily a longer period of education, are all that is necessary to address the problems and challenges we are facing. Instead a new profile, with different content and different working methods is required. 

The challenge before us is to redefine the parameters of education. On one hand a need to cover certain basic knowledge, values, competencies and behaviours that are specifically attuned to globalisation and at the same time develop educational systems that balance local, national and global aspirations. On the other hand it has to reflect the richness of our diversity in culture and language.  A further challenge will be to equip all active educators with knowledge on how to better include sustainable development into teaching.

The social dimension of sustainable development, person-to-person relationship, includes education that seeks to strengthen human rights, ethics, democracy and equal opportunities for women and men; it also includes education in the fight for good health. Education to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS is one example of education for sustainable development that must have all possible support.

Mrs Chair,

Sustainable development is about everybody realizing not only the effect of their actions to those involved but also to others outside their own sphere and to others coming after us. Actions we take – or fail to take – will effect also the next generation. 

Proud principles and devoted language is important, but we cannot be satisfied until change really is taking place on the ground - in everyday education and learning activities. Implementation therefore is key and we will come back to that issue tomorrow. In implementation, a close link must be upheld to ongoing work both in the UN framework and in the EU.

Adopting and implementing the Strategy will become an important vehichle to ensure a sustainable future. 

Thank you

Day 2 

Mrs Chair, 

Mr President, excellences and distinguished delegates

I fully support the adoption of the document we have before us, the UNECE strategy.  Sustainable development in one country and in our region is closely connected to sustainable development in the rest of our world. It is ultimately a question of common responsibility and solidarity between generations, women and men as well as between people and countries. 

With the strategy we have a good instrument. But it will be of little value if we fail to implement it. Any plan, or strategy as in this case, will never be better than its implementation.

Mrs Chair,

First a few comments regarding implementation at the national level.

Education is a cornerstone in a long-term strategy for sustainable development. Involving the students in the decision making process in the institution is an important training for democracy. In many of the countries of the Baltic Sea Region, students participate in councils, boards and committees, which are important for their education. 
The major challenge for us in Sweden is to be able in a short time to support all active educators with in-service training regarding the perspective of sustainable development. The key is to work interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral in education and research, in governments and at all levels of society.  Strengthening national education instruments and offering continuing education for teachers and professionals are tools to meet these challenges. 

Learning for sustainable development should not be limited to schools or universities alone. Changing production and consumption patterns into sustainability requires knowledge among decision-makers and the staff and among consumers in the field of sustainable development.  In this respect informal and non-formal learning in companies and among citizens are very important. 

Mrs Chair,

In my view the UNECE Strategy is very much in line with what was agreed upon in Johannesburg. We are about to set up our national plan and translation of the Strategy into Swedish is under way. The Strategy and the proposals by the Committee will combined be a vital platform for our national action plan. 

Governments are responsible for its implementation. We have to realize that this is a long-term process. Relating to the regional, sub-regional and global level I suggest that we as far as possible should link implementation to existing structures instead of creating new ones.  I‘d like to mention a few ones.

1. In the Baltic Sea Region we have since nearly three years an Agenda 21 for Education for sustainable development, called Baltic 21 Education. The Ministers of Education or their representatives in Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, NW Russia and Sweden, adopted the Baltic 21 Education document.  

For the implementation we have established a network of one national coordinator in the Ministry of Education in each country and with one lead country and co-lead country supporting the work at international level. At country level it is recommended to set up a group of at least three people responsible for the national implementation – one for work at school level, one for higher education and one for non-formal education.

We will include the implementation of the Strategy in our structure for cooperation of Baltic 21E where we regularly report to the Council of Ministers in the Baltic Sea States. Thus we have a reporting system that can be extended to the follow-up of the process of implementation of the UNECE strategy.  

2. At the regional level we must take due note of what is going on in the European Union, where there is an ongoing work on the EU Strategy for Sustainable Development. This strategy is regularly revised by the Spring European Council and there is always room for Member States to elaborate on ESD. 

Linked to this work, EU is active on indicators to measure and follow up progress. EU experiences could very well be fed into the UN ECE work in order to avoid duplication.

3. At the global level, we all know that education is a cross cutting issue that is subject to review and policy revision under each working cycle of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD). This Commission is the implementation tool of the World Summit on SD in Johannesburg and is thereby of utmost importance also in the follow up of the UN ECE work. Every second year the regional UN Commissions are expected to prepare for the CSD meetings in New York. ESD will be on the CSD agenda for many years to come.
4. Later today the UN Decade on Education for Sustainable Development will be launched in our region. The decade provides a golden opportunity to really make sure that education takes on the challenge to include the perspective of sustainable development. The decade should be one where we focus on implementation of this Strategy. Global interdependence also calls for more participation and accountability in global decision-making.  We all have a responsibility to make the Decade a success!

Thank you for your attention.

