UNECE High-level meeting of Environment and Education Ministries

Vilnius, 17-18 March 2005
Intervention by Belgium
Mrs. Chairman, 

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to formulate a few specific points of attention on behalf of the Belgian delegation. 

I truly believe in the ability of ESD, its principles and its products of implementation, to accelerate the realisation of sustainable development, but also to bring sustainable development and its way of thinking and living to the minds of all citizens. Being able to testify as a State Secretary for Sustainable Development, I must unfortunately recognize the fact that sustainable development - although it is gaining support in the political world - hasn’t yet trickled down to large numbers of man and women living on this planet and being co-responsible for its future. It is my conviction that ESD can contribute strongly to realise this breakout by making a large leap forwards in strengthening many people’s capacity, in shifting their mindsets and in developing their critical reflection, their greater awareness and empowerment. The major effect we must work towards lies, in changing the production and consumption patterns being a leverage par excellence to jointly safeguard a qualitative future for the next generations. The determination of all ministers at all levels is crucial if we want to take stock of measurable results at the end of the Decade.  

Internally, Belgium will, with its National Strategy on Sustainable Development (NSDS) serving as a framework, implement the Strategy via policies and practices at each level of government, each of them driven by its own priorities and initiatives. In this way alignment and complementarity between the different implementation plans and actions and the NSDS will be guaranteed. It goes without saying that international actions and outcomes, i.a. regarding ESD, are taken aboard in the NSDS. It is also obvious that partnerships with stakeholders at different levels, for example on ESD-promotion campaigns, can be embedded in this NSDS.

In the pursuit of coherence, great importance is attached in the NSDS to the development of indicators measuring progress. ESD-indicators will be part of this exercise.

Given this NSDS-context, Belgium opts for starting a tailor-made coordination mechanism with an interdisciplinary composition. Indeed, different policy fields have to be involved, including others than environment and education, such as sustainable development and culture. It is off course up to each country to define for her self the involved policy actors. 

Lastly, I would like to say a few words on the instruments for education.  I can state that ESD already occupies a specific place in our curricula either as subject-specific objectives or as cross-curricular final objectives. Given the demands from social organisations and interest groups for the inclusion of consumer education, health education, environmental education, road safety education, leisure education, global education, citizenship education and other sorts of education in the curricula, the education community is under pressure to make the further necessary changes. Such changes could also lead as a consequence to mainstreaming the standards for educators’ competencies. It is clear that all defenders of a modern, more problem-oriented and “involved” learning welcome this interesting international evolution of which the Decade is the fruit, with open arms. 

I think that the curricula in higher education deserve our particular attention. There is still a long way to go on this field. On the one hand, research is needed to make an inventory of all of the trainings and curricula. On the other hand, we have to stimulate the higher education institutions and universities to implement the EU Copernicus Charter through which universities commit themselves to integrate ESD. 

Thank you.

Speaking Notes on Implementation

In order to structure the debate the Chairperson kindly asking delegates to focus the discussion on the following issues:

Day 1

· What is the key challenge/unsustainable trend in your country that have to be tackled through education for sustainable development?

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

The cross-cutting characteristic of ESD enables us to address all unsustainable trends. The potential positive effect of ESD on sustainable consumption and production patterns, being a major contributor in the fight against unsustainable trends, must be fully exploited. Therefore, keeping and using the scope of ESD to its full length and width is a crucial factor to make the Decade successful at all levels.    In this exercise, a first key challenge for Belgium is that ESD as a process of ‘lifelong and life wide’ learning should take place not only in formal education, but also in non-formal and informal learning situations (learning at work; learning in socio-cultural associations, etcetera …) In this regard, it is necessary to reorient teachers of all kind  towards their new profile of educator, which confronts people with real situations and coaches them in holistic and problem oriented learning, reinforcing the capacity of the learners to involve themselves in a project. 

A second key challenge is to bring the different dimensions of education together and integrate them: human rights education, peace education, good citizenship education and development education. This ESD further includes social respect, integration, solidarity and the understanding of social institutions and groups, including their role in change and development. 

Thank you.

· What in the Strategy will mean the greatest changes for the education system of your country?

Mrs. Chairperson, 

Dear Colleagues, 

ESD doesn’t require great changes for our education system stricto sensu, because sustainable development is already rather well integrated in our curricula either as subject-specific objectives or as cross-curricular final objectives.  The greatest changes have to take place in the minds of teachers and educators in the sense that they have to think more holistic and integrated in order to attain the goal of ESD mainstreaming in the channels of formal and non formal education.

Thank you.

· Does your country have or plan a national strategy for Sustainable Development and is education part of that strategy?

Mrs. Chairperson, 

Dear colleagues, 

Belgium will, with its National Strategy for Sustainable Development (NSDS) serving as a framework, implement the Strategy via policies and practices at each level of government, each of them driven by its own priorities and initiatives. In this way alignment and complementarity between the different implementation plans and actions and the NSDS will be guaranteed. 

It is evident that a systematic interaction in the dynamic exercise of developing a NSDS with all actions undertaken at the international level takes place. Actions regarding ESD taken in our national context will be inspired by those taken at the global and regional level. We believe it could be interesting to organise the exchange of our respective views and practices on ESD and in particular on the interrelation between international ESD-activities and national strategies.

Thank you.

· Have you addressed (or plan to address) Sustainable Development in curricula and/or other regulatory instruments for education from pre-school to higher education and vocational training?

Mrs. Chairperson, 

Dear colleagues, 

ESD already occupies a specific place in our curricula either as subject-specific objectives or as cross-curricular final objectives. Given the demands from social organisations and interest groups for the inclusion of consumer education, health education, environmental education, road safety education, leisure education, global education, citizenship education and other sorts of education in the curricula, the education community is under pressure to make the further necessary changes. Such changes could also lead as a consequence to mainstreaming the standards for educators’ competencies. It is clear that all defenders of a modern, more problem-oriented and “involved” learning welcome this interesting international evolution of which the Decade is the fruit, with open arms. 

I think that the curricula in higher education deserve our particular attention. There is still a long way to go on this field. On the one hand, research is needed to make an inventory of all of the trainings and curricula. On the other hand, we have to stimulate the higher education institutions and universities to implement the EU Copernicus Charter through which universities commit themselves to integrate ESD.   

Thank you.

· Is the Strategy sufficient in its requirements and recommendations from your countries point of view? For the region as a whole?

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

Belgium entirely supports the Strategy giving shape to a crucial part of Johannesburg commitments. We nevertheless take the occasion of this question to draw the attention on two dimensions of the multi-level governance item that ESD is. On the first hand, particular attention should be paid to the international dimension of ESD. Not solely should streamlining and conformity of experiences and actions all national levels of government with the international scene be ensured, the interaction between international institutions and fora should also be focussed on coherence and coordination in order to gain a maximal added value for the realisation of the objectives of the Decade. For example, Belgium is of the opinion that the implementation of this horizontal strategy for ESD will also have to take due account of working programmes on education adopted under some of the most important environment conventions such as the climate framework convention, under which, in that sense, the New Delhi programme was adopted at COP 8 in 2002.

On the other hand, we think it’s important to give culture a more prominent place in the ESD-context.  Culture is not only a list of cultural themes or items but also a collective way of being, relating and behaving and values like solidarity, tolerance and respect for others. Taken into account or notcould therefore make the difference.  

Thank you.

Day 2

· What are the major obstacles for the implementation of the Strategy in your country? Regionwide? 

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues,

Every policy field (also economy) has a responsibility regarding the implementation of  the holistic and integrative approach of ESD.  There will be a greater chance for success if a transversal approach is used and a general political support is obtained in order to palliate the dilution of and the counter-productive effects betweeninitiatives. From experience I would like to underline that we must avoid underestimating the amount of energy needed primo to convince our colleagues in government and our respective societal audiences of our ESD-message and secundo to make fundamental changes. 

Secondly, given the multi-level governance reality, especially in a federal state as ours, , we will have to make use of appropriate organisms and mechanisms, taking into account the interdisciplinary character of ESD, to smoothly and swiftly develop the ESD-implementation plans and to implement regionally the Strategy in accordance with the objectives of the UNESCO Decade of Education for Sustainable Development.

Thank you.

· How do we tackle these obstacles

a) by strengthening national instruments, networks, in-service training for educators etc ? 

b) by bi-lateral or sub-regional co-operation, international networking and partnerships?

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

The success and credibility of the ESD-strategy depends on nations’ willingness to fulfil their commitments taken in Johannesburg in the fields of economy, environment, social relations and culture. We consider mainstreaming policies for SD as a sine qua non condition to address ESD strategy.

Networking and partnerships between the main actors (policymakers, education and training institutions, social workers, cultural institutions, NGO’s, SD professionals, scientists and the medias…) and stakeholder participation are central elements of  ESD. 

Thank you.

· How can co-operation between sectors and with civil society be strengthened

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

In my country we have good experiences with co-operation with civil society. We believe that cooperation with them can be strengthened by creating a strategies’ Steering Committee involving stakeholders from civil society. This strengthening of co-operation will happen when all actors and stakeholders can participate from the beginning of the process.

Thank you.

· Can non-formal and informal education be addressed effectively by the Regional and National Strategies?

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

We are affirmative with respect to your question. The first condition is that a tailor-made approach is used for each different target group such as youth, families,… We note in this context that the informal education sector is particularly sensitive to sustainable development…

Thank you.

· Do we wish a more systematic system for learning from each other’s experiences and good practises in order to improve implementation?

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

The exchange of experiences can strongly contribute to widely spread the ESD-message. In this context, we fully support the idea brought forward of developing a portal site and of regional workshops.

Thank you.

· How do you see your country’s contribution to the follow-up process?

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

Internally, Belgium will, with its National Strategy on Sustainable Development (NSDS) serving as a framework, implement the Strategy via policies and practices at each level of government, each of them driven by its own priorities and initiatives. In this way alignment and complementarity between the different implementation plans and actions and the NSDS will be guaranteed. It goes without saying that international actions and outcomes, i.a. regarding ESD, are taken aboard in the NSDS. It is also obvious that partnerships with stakeholders at different levels, for example on ESD-promotion campaigns, can be embedded in this NSDS.

In the pursuit of coherence, great importance is attached in the NSDS to the development of indicators measuring progress. ESD-indicators will be part of this exercise.

Given this NSDS-context, Belgium opts for starting a tailor-made coordination mechanism with an interdisciplinary composition. Indeed, different policy fields have to be involved, including others than environment and education, such as sustainable development and culture. It is off course up to each country to define for her self the involved policy actors. 

In line with the above-mentioned, Belgium will determine which instance will be her joint focal point, at the same time combining an international demand to nominate a national focal point and a national situation where regional governments are the main responsible actors on ESD. An analogue solution will be worked out regarding the request for a national web portal.

With respect to the UNECE-functioning regarding ESD, Belgium will nominate in short notice a member for the Steering Committee and for the ad hoc Group of Experts to develop indicators for ESD.

Belgium will voluntary in first instance contribute the amount of  2000 EUR.

Thank you.

· How do you see the interaction between UN ECE and UNESCO in the further work with the Decade for Education for Sustainable Development?

Mrs. Chairman, 

Dear colleagues, 

I think it’s essential to involve UNESCO closely in the follow-up of the strategy. This could take the form of primo UNESCO-representation in the Steering Committee and in the ad hoc Expert Group to develop indicators, secundo it’s active participation in all regional workshops and meetings, and tertio in a joint co-ordination of the ESD-portal site with UNECE.

In addition, I would like to say that it is as important that we all connect at home with the authorities that do UNESCO-follow-up and sent a call to that effect from this meeting.  We appreciate the mutually reinforcing power of UNESCO positions underlining ESD values and the UNECE operational framework about ESD.

Thank you.

