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For over thirty years we have been developing the theory and practice of environmental education and governments and non governmental organisations have invested heavily in its application. Despite this investment, the global environmental crisis continues to worsen. Many people’s environmental knowledge and awareness have improved but such gains are rarely reflected in more environmentally sound behaviour. This paper suggests that the failure of environmental education is due to the assumptions that have guided the development and application of its dominant forms. It begins by considering the global crisis of the environment and development and the emergence of education for sustainability as a more effective vehicle for realising the aims of environmental education. 

A global crisis of the environment and development

Modern economic development has brought considerable benefits for many of the world’s people: greater life expectancy, more gender and racial equality, more consumer choice, and some extension of human rights and political freedoms. These benefits are not to be discounted but they are unequally shared and are associated with such mounting costs as ecological degradation, economic instability, social exclusion, loss of cultural diversity, and psychological insecurity. In varying ways, and to varying extents, most of the world’s people are living in ways that are ecologically, economically, socially, culturally and personally unsustainable. Evidence that they are living in ways that cannot last is found in three recent reports.

The Human Development Report ( http://www.undp.org/undp/hdro ) from the United Nations states that global inequalities are worsening. Twenty per cent of the global population accounts for eighty six per cent of global consumption and one billion people have been left out of the consumption boom of the past two decades. Consumption has increased sixfold in the last 20 years and doubled in the last ten. People in Europe and North America now spend $37 billion a year on pet food, perfumes and cosmetics; enough to provide basic education, water and sanitation, basic health and nutrition for all those now deprived of these needs and still leave $9 billion over.  The 225 richest people in the world have a combined wealth of more than $1 trillion, equal to the annual income of the poorest 47 per cent of the earth’s population, some 2.5 billion people. Among the 4.4 billion people in developing countries, almost three in every five lack basic sanitation, one third have no safe drinking water, one quarter have inadequate housing, while one fifth are undernourished.

The Living Planet Report (http://www.panda.org/livingplanet ) from the World Wide Fund for Nature suggests that humans have destroyed more than 30 per cent of the world’s natural wealth since 1970. Consumption pressure from increasing affluence has doubled in the past 25 years. Half the accessible supplies of fresh water are used up; double the amount of 1960. In the same period (1960 to present) marine fish consumption has more than doubled; wood and paper consumption has increased by two thirds; and carbon dioxide emissions have doubled. Humans now take between 25 and 50% of all the plant material that grows on the earth each year and 10% of all marine annual production. The Global Environmental Outlook report GEO 2000 (http://www.unep.org/unep/eia/geo2000 ) from UNEP suggests that 80% of the world’s original forest cover has been cleared, degraded or fragmented and that species are being extinguished by humans at up to 1,000 times the ‘normal’ rate. Scientists at Cambridge estimate it would cost a mere $320bn a year to protect biodiversity, around a third of the amount governments currently spend on subsidising agriculture, fishing, road building and energy production.

Such reports should be read with caution for in emphasising global trends they mask much spatial and social variation. Unsustainable development takes different forms in different places and communities but always has human dimensions. Living unsustainably means living with insecurity that affects people’s physical, mental and spiritual health. It limits their development, fulfilment and freedom.

The causes of unsustainable development

Before turning to the ways in which governments have responded to the global crisis and the need for sustainable development, it is important to outline the causes of the crisis. The basic cause is that most of the world’s economic systems, that draw resources and services from the biophysical environment, work in the interests of neither human nor non-human nature. They do not meet the needs of all the world’s people nor do they sustain the biophysical environment on which they depend. Dominant capitalist (and former state collectivist) economic systems put production and wealth accumulation before environmental protection and conservation, while associated political systems, such as social democracy, have limited powers to enforce more sustainable forms of development.

During the past twenty years neo-liberalism has encouraged globalisation and intensified the crisis of the environment and development. The ability and rights of private corporations to transfer goods and capital around the world have been increased by information technology and the reshaping of such international financial institutions as the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organisation. Faced with the realities of the new global economy and the power of such institutions as the IMF and World Bank, many national governments have had to reduce labour and environmental standards, reduce public spending, end protection for home producers, and give greater attention to the export sector. Most workers and environments have failed to benefit from the resulting huge increases in productivity, since wealth is now transferred from wages and ecological capital to profit on an unprecedented scale. Meanwhile some corporations seek profits from new property rights in nature while others are investing in the ecological modernisation of the economy.

The rich and powerful are not however having it all their own way. Meltdown in Asia, Russia and elsewhere, the impact of structural adjustment programmes, and new concerns over environmental and food safety, are just some of the things that have encouraged a worldwide movement of workers and citizens demanding more sustainable forms of development. Action against genetically modified foods, the Jubilee 2000 campaign on international debt, and protest at the world trade talks in Seattle, are evidence of growing distrust of neo-liberalism and globalisation and the growing power of groups within civil society to influence governments and corporations (Jacobs, 1996). Such groups adopt diverse beliefs and strategies but many would support the five point plan for redesigning the global economy outlined in the current issue of The New Internationalist (Figure 1). This suggests that ecological sustainability (point five) depends on the regulation of global capital and a greater role for civil society in shaping trade and investment. 


The dominant discourse of sustainable development

The above analysis links the crisis of unsustainable development to current structures of economic, political and cultural power, and suggests that the prospects for sustainable development depend upon the radical reform or democratisation of these structures (Hartmann, 1998). While such analysis is gaining support, it is not yet the dominant or orthodox position amongst environmental scientists, economists, activists, or educators. The dominant discourse of sustainability is less radical and is summarised in the appendix as an introduction to sustainable development.

This introduction sets out commonly accepted definitions of sustainable development; the ethical values on which it is based; its five dimensions; its substance and the processes and tools whereby it might be realised; and some indicators that could be used to monitor the transition to sustainability (Reid, 1995, Selman, 1996). What is significant about this discourse is its apolitical nature or neglect of power (appeal to common interests, partnership and consensus); its strong reliance on science, management and ‘expert systems’; and the faith it places in education to bring about change. There is sufficient mention of redistribution, basic needs, participation and empowerment, to suggest the discourse is contradictory, but it remains essentially reformist rather than radical. Only if environmental politics and education are prepared to challenge the undemocratic nature of existing social structures and relations are they likely to have any real prospect of realising sustainability.

Education for sustainability 

The second part of the appendix provides an introduction to education for sustainability, a critical and focussed form of environmental education that has emerged since the Earth Summit in 1992. In the UK and elsewhere, education for sustainability draws on both environmental and development education and is underpinned by critical environmental, social and educational theory. In short it is a shared process of reflecting and acting on those forms of technology and social organisation that can enable us to realise more sustainable futures. It requires teachers and students to reflect and act upon rights and responsibilities that can foster sustainability and is therefore a form of global citizenship education. 

Clearly such education requires students to critically assess a wide range of arguments or discourses that claim to explain our environmental predicament and offer more sustainable futures (Dryzek, 1997). It involves a process of ideology critique and the consideration, at an appropriate level, of critical theories that claims to reveal true causes and solutions. Critical education suggests that such theories should be tested in practice and environmental and development educators have developed a wide range of experiential activities that test the ‘truth’ of knowledge and guard against indoctrination. Teachers and students are encouraged to learn with local and distant communities that are trying to live more sustainably and to make their schools and colleges models of sustainable living. Young people in the UK are often more interested in the new politics of consumption and identity than the old politics of production and class, and education for sustainability therefore uses cultural pedagogy that deconstructs signs, symbols and brands and offers alternative routes to identity and fulfilment (Klein, 2000).

Figure 2 suggests some learning outcomes for a critical education for sustainability and you may wish to consider which of these objectives should be met by educational programmes at botanic gardens, national or forest parks, or schools and colleges. The critical nature of the list means that something similar is unlikely to appear in curriculum guidance from a government department or ministry of education, but a panel that reported on education for sustainable development to the UK Government in 1998 did offer definitions and concepts that lead in appropriate directions. Education for sustainable development features in geography, science and citizenship education in the revised national curriculum for school pupils in England, but the guidance is unlikely to be as progressive as that the panel suggested.

Towards curriculum reform

Examination of Figure 2 suggests that education for sustainability is an advance on much environmental education in that it pays more attention to the social structures 


that shape the social use of nature and construct environments in more or less sustainable forms. Too much environmental education has reflected doctrines of naive

environmental realism, environmental instrumentalism, or environmental idealism (Macnaghten & Urry, 1998). It has constructed nature, the environment, and environmental issues outside society; has cultivated an uncritical faith in environmental science, experts and progress; or has implied that changed beliefs, attitudes and values are sufficient to prompt environmentally sound behaviour. 

A critical education for sustainability couples a critical environmental realism of the kind illustrated in the first part of my talk to an awareness of the social construction of environmental knowledge. This recognises that people’s environmental beliefs and values are complex, dynamic and often contradictory, combining lay and tacit knowledge with theoretical or academic knowledge in an eclectic mix. Most people simply do not accept the demarcation between science and lay knowledge promoted by naive environmental realism; the model of the enlightened human subject assumed by environmental instrumentalism; or the homogeneous subject with a coherent and consistent value system assumed by environmental idealism. Critical environmental realism can accommodate constructive postmodern approaches to the social construction of knowledge that also inform postmodern pedagogy (Parker, 1997).

So what is to be done? Neo-liberalism, globalisation, and the rise of new technologies have brought rapid social and environmental change and new critical environmental and educational theory that seeks to explain our predicament. It is the task of teachers to make this theory accessible to their students through an active and democratic pedagogy that focuses on issues of concern to local and distant communities. Critical education for sustainability helps to sustain and enlarge civil society and is key feature of the worldwide movement for sustainability mentioned above. It can take place in both formal and informal settings but requires teachers who are committed to justice, democracy and sustainability, have a wide grasp of the natural and social sciences, and strong links with local and distant communities. They will find a growing literature to guide them (Fien, 1995, Huckle & Sterling, 1996).

Education for sustainability provides environmental educators with renewed purpose. They should explore with students how nature is being constructed, both materially as environment and existentially as meaning, and how it might be re-constructed in more sustainable ways. This may require new departures into economics, politics, cultural studies, and community activism, but such departures will bring considerable rewards. For officers in local or national departments of education the challenge is perhaps greater. They have to convince the politicians and the public that education for sustainability should now be at the heart of all educational reform. 

Education for sustainability has to be adapted to the different histories, political economies, cultures, and environments of different countries and localities. Teachers in one country or locality can learn from developments elsewhere in the world but there is much that they have to do for themselves in developing an education for sustainability that meets their students’ and community’s needs. 
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Appendix 1

Sustainable Development: an introduction

Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We are confronted with a perpetuation of disparities between and within nations, a worsening of poverty, hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and a continuing deterioration of the ecosystems on which we depend for our well being. However integration of environment and development concerns and a greater attention to them will lead to the fulfillment of basic needs, improved living standards for all, better protected and managed ecosystems and a safer, more prosperous future. No nation can achieve this on its own; but together we can - in a global partnership for sustainable development. Preamble to Agenda 21, 1992

There are many definitions of sustainable development. Two of the most common are:

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

The Brundtland Report, Our Common Future, 1987

Sustainable development means improving the quality of life whilst living within the carrying capacity of the supporting ecosystems.

The World Conservation Strategy, Caring for the Earth, 1990

Sustainable development rests on ethical foundations and is about four sets of values:

� protecting the environment 


� providing for the future 


� quality of life 


� fairness 

These values are reflected in The Rio Declaration (from the Earth Summit, 1992), in Agenda 21  & Caring for the Earth. They suggest that sustainability has ecological, economic, social, cultural and personal dimensions. We should move towards forms of development that sustain or improve our ecological, economic, social, cultural and personal welfare. 

Agenda 21 discusses the substance of what sustainable development would mean, the process through which it can be decided on and achieved, and the management tools needed to achieve it.

Substance
Process
Tools

· Reduce use of resources and production of waste, increase resource efficiency, reuse, recycle

· Conserve fragile ecosystems

· Social equity (between and within countries and across generations)

· Quality of life (broader than standard of living)

· Respect for traditional knowledge, ways of life, diversity
· Active planning and management

· Consultation, participation, empowerment

· Decisions at most local possible level, local government pivotal

· Partnerships and collaborations between all sectors
· Education, information, awareness raising

· Capacity building, institutional know how, confidence, experience

· Regulations and enforcement

· Market management, taxes, levies, subsidies

· Public investment

Sustainable development is the goal of the European Union, the UK Government, and most local governments within the UK

UK local government endorses the objectives of sustainable development. This means:

· staying within he capacities of the natural environment while improving the quality of life;

· offering our children opportunities at least as good as those available to us;

· ensuring that the poorest and most disadvantaged in society are not by reason of their poverty forced to ignore the obligations of sustainable development;

· integrating environmental policy objectives with social and economic policies.

We acknowledge that:

· the changes required will not happen automatically;

· markets need to be managed through intervention to change the choices and behaviours of consumers and businesses;

· regulations and economic mechanisms and measures to increase public awareness must be used to achieve these ends;

· we need to develop ways to win the support of all citizens in meeting the challenge.

The UK Local Government Declaration on Sustainable Development, 1995

In moving communities towards sustainability local governments are guided by 13 general indicators of a sustainable community:

1 Resources are used efficiently and waste is minimised by closing cycles

2 Pollution is limited to levels which natural ecosystems can cope with and without damage

3 The diversity of nature is valued and protected

4 Where possible local needs are met locally

5 Everyone has access to good food, water, shelter and fuel at reasonable cost

6 Everyone has the opportunity to undertake satisfying work in a diverse economy. The value  of unpaid work is recognised, whilst payments for work are fair and fairly distributed

7 People's good health is protected by creating safe, clean, pleasant environments and health services which emphasise prevention of illness as well as proper care for the sick

8 Access to facilities, services, goods and other people is not achieved at the expense of the  environment or limited to those with cars

9 People live without fear of personal violence from crime or persecution because of their personal beliefs, race, gender or sexuality

10 Everyone has access to the skills, knowledge and information needed to enable them to play a full part in society

11 All sections of the community are empowered to participate in decision making

12 Opportunities for culture, leisure and recreation are readily available to all

13 Places, spaces and objects combine  meaning and beauty with utility. Settlements are 'human' in scale and form. Diversity and local distinctiveness are valued and protected.

Local Government Management Board, 1994

Sustainable development will require substantial changes in behaviour at every level, giving priority to such unfashionable ideas as planning, community and greater equality. Existing patterns of consumerism, private ownership, individualism and the free market are deeply rooted in Western society and have spread far across the globe. Attempts to uproot them seem hopelessly idealistic. But we are reaching the point where self-interest and a common interest in survival converge. Already changes are occurring in local communities, in the world of business, in national policies, and in international relations.

Andrew Blowers, Planning for a sustainable environment, 1993

Appendix 2

Education for Sustainability: an introduction

Education is critical for promoting sustainable development and improving the capacity of the people to address environment and development issues . . .  it is also critical for achieving environmental and ethical awareness, values and attitudes, skills and behaviour consistent with sustainable development.

Agenda 21, chapter 36

We consider that environmental education for equitable sustainability is a continuous learning process based on respect for life. Such education affirms values and actions which contribute to human and social transformation and ecological preservation. It fosters ecologically sound and equitable societies that live together in interdependence and diversity. This requires individual and collective responsibility at local, national and planetary levels.

Treaty on Environmental Education for Sustainable Societies and Global Responsibility - from Alternative Treaties from the International NGO Forum, Rio de Janeiro, June 1992

Education for sustainability is a process which:

· enables people to understand the interdependence of all life on this planet and the repercussions that their actions and decisions may have both now and in the future on resources, on the global community as well as their local one, and on the total environment;

· increases people's awareness of the economic, political, social, cultural, technological and environmental forces which foster or impede sustainable development;

· develops people's awareness, competence, attitudes and values, enabling them to be effectively involved in sustainable development at local, national and international levels, and helping them to work towards a more equitable and sustainable future. In particular, it enables people to integrate environmental and economic decision-making;

· affirms the validity of the different approaches contributed by environmental education and development education and the need for the further development and integration of the concepts of sustainability in these and other related cross-disciplinary educational approaches, as well as in established subjects.

Good Earth-Keeping, Education, Training and Awareness for a Sustainable Future, S Sterling (ed.), UNEP-UK, 1992

Education for sustainable development is about the learning needed to maintain and improve our quality of life and quality of life of generations to come. It is about equipping individuals, communities, groups, businesses and governments to live and act sustainably; as well as giving them an understanding of the environmental, social and economic issues involved. It is about preparing for the world in which we will live in the next century, and making sure that we are not found wanting.

Education for sustainable development enables people to develop the knowledge, values and skills to participate in decisions about the way we do things, individually and collectively, both locally and globally, that will improve the quality of life now without damaging the planet for the future. Education for Sustainable Development in the Schools Sector, Report to DfEE/QCA, 1998
Key concepts of sustainable development

1. Interdependence – of society, economy and the natural environment, from local to global

2. Citizenship and stewardship – rights and responsibilities, participation and cooperation

3. Needs and rights of future generations

4. Diversity – cultural, social, economic and biological

5. Quality of life, equity and justice

6. Sustainable change – development and carrying capacity

7. Uncertainty, and precaution in action

Panel for Education for Sustainable Development, 1998

Citizenship education has three strands: social and moral responsibility; community involvement; and political literacy. Schools should:

· Educate young people to think of themselves as active citizens, willing, able and equipped to have an influence in pupil life and with the critical capacities to weigh evidence before speaking and acting;

· Build on and extend radically to young people the best in existing traditions of community involvement and public service;

· Make pupils individually confident in finding new forms of involvement and action among themselves.

Citizenship education should cover an understanding of democratic practices and institutions both local and national, including the work of parliaments, parties, pressure groups and voluntary bodies; the relationship of formal political activity to civil society in the context of the UK and Europe; and an awareness of world affairs and global issues.

Pupils should know about the world as a global community and pupils, at different key stages, should understand concepts and issues relating to such topics as the diversity and dissent, the economic system, human rights, and sustainable development and environmental issues.

Education for Citizenship and the teaching of democracy in schools, QCA, 1998

So, in the move towards a more sustainable local authority, education should achieve changes in the community which:

· lead to changes in work and lifestyles and consumption patterns which are more sustainable;

· build on people's existing knowledge, understanding and concern;

· encourage people to consider alternatives, help them to make appropriate choices and empower them to bring about change;

· encourage and enable people to take part in the decision-making process, offering them the tools (skills, values, knowledge and confidence) to be effective;

· enable people to find and use information effectively;

· give opportunities to participate - leading people to take responsibility and gain a sense of ownership;

· help people to understand the links between issues and see connections with their own lives;

· encourage principles leading to a fairer society and more equitable distribution of resources - both within and outside the authority;

· enable people to identify practices that are relevant to sustainability and to monitor their own actions in relation to them.

Educating for a Sustainable Local Community, Local Government Management Board, 1994

Figure 1


Redesigning the Global Economy





Increase public participation. The global financial system is run by bureaucrats, bankers and mainstream economists. Their decisions have a profound impact on the lives of ordinary people who are never consulted. The institutions which determine global trade and investment policy have an obligation to incorporate the opinions and insights of civil society into their decision making.





Establish a global financial authority. National governments have lost control of their ability to manage their own economies. The world needs a new international regulatory agency to reduce volatility and inefficiency in global financial markets – a Global Central Bank.





Stop speculation. Fast-moving, unregulated investment has turned the global economy into a casino where big-money speculators search for instant profits. And damn the consequences. A speculation tax that would put people ahead of profits is urgently needed.





Control capital.  New global investment rules give carte blanche to investors while demanding nothing in return. An alternative investment code is needed for democratic control of capital and to stimulate investment that benefits local communities.





Honour the Earth. Global environmental standards must be set by a new world body under the mandate of the UN – a Global Environmental Organisation. These standards must be based on sustainability, equity and justice and should be embedded in all international trade and investment agreements.





Source: Ellwood, 2000





Figure 2


Education for Sustainability


Some learning outcomes





Knowledge


of bio-physical systems, their potentials and limits;


of the technologies societies use to necessarily 'exploit' these bio-physical systems and the environments they create in the process;


of the economic systems that shape investment in appropriate or inappropriate technologies and allocate the costs and benefits of the social use of bio-physical systems;


of the political systems (local, national, regional, and international) which regulate the social use of bio-physical systems and the environment (environmental and land use planning);


of social systems (the economic, political, civil and private spheres of people’s lives) which embrace the interests, power and strategies of different groups:


of the cultural systems (technologies, beliefs and values), that shape and are shaped by these different spheres of life, and help or hinder people in understanding their environmental predicament;


of alternative forms of technology, economics, politics, society and culture, which may allow societies to live in ways which are more ecologically, economically, socially, culturally and personally sustainable;


of social and political movements and the strategies they adopt to realize such alternatives.





Skills


communication, numeracy, study, problem solving, personal and social, IT, reasoning skills:


the technological, economic, political, social and psychological skills needed to live more sustainably.





Attitudes and values


a commitment to the well being of human beings and other living things;


a commitment to human rights, social justice and critical and participatory democracy;


a commitment to tolerance, rationality and open mindedness;


a commitment to work with others to bring about more sustainable futures.
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