


Purpose

This strategy outlines the Australian Government’s 

approach to the United Nations Decade of Education 

for Sustainable Development (DESD). It sets out a 

Vision, Goal and Strategies to foster sustainable 

development through education and learning over 

the years 2005–2014.

Background

At its 57th session in December 2002, the United 

Nations General Assembly proclaimed the years 

from 2005 to 2014 the Decade of Education for 

Sustainable Development. Governments around 

the world have been invited to strengthen their 

contribution to sustainability through a focus on 

education and learning. 

The need to act comes in response to growing 

international concern about the social, economic 

and environmental challenges facing the world 

and the need for improved quality of life, ecological 

protection, social justice and economic equity. 

Education for sustainable development recognises 

the relationship between issues such as poverty, 

health, education, security, human rights, economic 

development, and environmental concerns such as 

climate change, natural resource management and 

water and energy consumption. 

Australia has a role to play in meeting these 

challenges, both domestically to serve its own 

interests, and internationally as a member of the 

global community.

The International Implementation Scheme for the 

Decade, developed by UNESCO, emphasises 

improving the basic standard of education, 

reorienting existing education policies and 

programmes, developing public understanding 

and awareness, and providing training, with a 

particular emphasis on responding to the culture 

and national needs of individual countries in relation 

to sustainable development. The International 

Implementation Scheme is closely aligned with other 

international initiatives such as the Millennium 

Development Goals and Education for All.

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs.”
World Commission on Environment and Development (the Brundtland Commission), 1987

“Our biggest challenge in this new century is to take an idea that 
seems abstract — sustainable development — and turn it … into a 
daily reality for all the world’s people.”

Kofi  Annan, United Nations Secretary-General, 2001 

“Development must be sustainable not only ecologically, but socially 
and economically, too … Governments, corporations, and individuals 
need to understand the links between these different kinds of 
sustainability.”

Kofi  Annan, United Nations Secretary-General, 2004
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Australian Context

Australia is unique in many ways. Our rich 

indigenous heritage stretches back many thousands 

of years. Our current quality of life, while not without 

its challenges, has much to offer both current and 

future generations. 

Environmentally, Australia is one of 17 mega-diverse 

countries with many of its species found nowhere 

else in the world. Australia has 16 World Heritage 

areas, one of which, the Great Barrier Reef Marine 

Park, is the largest of all of the 812 properties on the 

World Heritage List. 

Australia’s democratic institutions, social cohesion 

and economic prosperity are on a par with all but the 

most prosperous countries in the world, and above 

the level of many.

In Australia, the commitment to strengthen and 

provide greater integration of the environmental, 

social and economic pillars underpinning 

sustainable development is supported by Australian 

Government initiatives such as: 

• the National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 

Development (1992); 

• the enactment of the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999;

• the $8.3 billion Backing Australia’s Ability 

package to enhance Australia’s innovation 

capability and build sustainable 

competitive advantage;

• the declaration of An Environmentally Sustainable 

Australia and Promoting and Maintaining Good 

Health as whole-of-government national 

research priorities;

• the teaching resources produced to complement 

the report Sustainable Development — 

A cornerstone of public health in promoting 

ecologically sustainable development and health 

in public health education in Australia (2002);

• the initiatives and short and long term 

policy considerations emanating from the 

Intergenerational Report of the Treasury; 

• the Sustainable Regions Programme, the 

major initiative under the Stronger Regions, 

A Stronger Australia statement;

• national environmental programmes such as the 

$3 billion Natural Heritage Trust, $1.4 billion 

National Action Plan for Salinity and Water 

Quality, and $2 billion Australian Government 

Water Fund;

• the inclusion of sustainable development and 

sustainability as key themes of the 2003 Tourism 

Whitepaper A Medium to Long Term Strategy 

for Tourism and the 2004 Energy Whitepaper 

Securing Australia’s Energy Future; 

• the establishment of the Sustainable Environment 

Committee of Cabinet; and

• the establishment of the Business Roundtable for 

Sustainable Development.

In addition to these broader measures, Australia has 

been quick to recognise the role of education and 

learning in achieving sustainable development. It is 

one of the few countries to have already developed 

and implemented a national policy on environmental 

education, or “education for sustainability” and 

“education for sustainable development” (ESD) as 

Salt Lake at Curtain Springs, SA
Allan Fox and the Department of the Environment and Heritage
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it is increasingly known. The National Action Plan, 

Environmental Education for a Sustainable Future, 

was released in July 2000. All of the major structural 

initiatives of the plan are now in place, providing a 

fi rm foundation for further action. 

The Challenge Ahead

To address unsustainable practices and promote 

sustainable development, new ways of living 

and working across all sectors of the Australian 

community are required. At the broadest level this 

will require informed and involved citizens who are 

able to engage with complex issues and understand 

the need to balance competing interests. 

The size of the change needed necessitates the 

adoption of a comprehensive approach encompassing 

coordinated action and all of the factors required 

to involve, motivate and equip individuals and 

organisations to contribute to the goal of sustainable 

development. A range of measures used to infl uence 

behaviour and practices, including fi nancial and 

other incentives, regulation, removal of barriers 

and appropriate policy settings and goals, need to 

be applied. Education and lifelong learning are key 

elements of the required approach.

Principles of ESD

The ability to embrace change and adapt to new 

circumstances is critical to securing Australia’s 

future. Education for sustainable development aims 

to equip individuals, organisations and communities 

to deal effectively with the complex and inter-related 

social, economic and environmental challenges they 

encounter in their personal and working lives, in a 

way that protects the interests of future generations. 

Best practice education for sustainable development 

incorporates several key components including: 

• futures thinking; 

• the importance of good process (including 

transparency and identifying foreseeable 

costs and benefi ts); 

• building capacity for individual and 

organisational change;

• critical thinking and refl ection;

• innovation;

• mentoring and facilitation; 

• genuine participation in decision making; 

• the formation of partnerships for change; and

• lifelong learning. 

Australia’s approach to the Decade will seek to 

utilise these concepts to achieve its vision and goal. 

Vision

At the end of the Decade, the Australian community 

will have the understanding, knowledge, skills and 

capacity to contribute to sustainable development 

and will embrace the intrinsic value of sustainability 

as a national aspiration. 

Our ultimate vision is a sustainable Australia. 

Goal

To mainstream sustainability across the community 

through education and lifelong learning.

Willandra Lakes region, courtesy Michael Amendolia
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Strategies

The focus of Australian Government activity during 

the Decade will be on practical actions aligned with 

national priorities and on achieving real change in 

support of sustainable development. 

A programme of specifi c activities and targets will 

be developed in support of the strategy as part of the 

process of developing a new National Action Plan 

for Education for Sustainable Development (formerly 

Environmental Education for a Sustainable Future) 

and in creating partnerships between government 

and non-government organisations. 

The approach will complement, reinforce and 

strengthen existing measures of the Australian 

Government to balance competing short and long 

term social, economic and environmental interests and 

enhance public understanding and support for these. 

1. Communicating the Concepts

1.1 Build national awareness and understanding 

of the principles and goals of education for 

sustainable development.

Initiatives aimed at communicating in simple terms 

what sustainable development and education 

for sustainable development mean, including 

communication campaigns, public forums and 

learning and development initiatives, will 

be developed. 

Greater community understanding of the concepts 

and principles involved in sustainable development, 

including an appreciation of our indigenous heritage 

in caring for the land, is a fi rst step to gaining 

acceptance of the value of sustainable development 

as a national aspiration. 

1.2 Show national leadership through 

the promotion of education for 

sustainable development.

The Australian Government will continue to 

promote the importance of education for sustainable 

development through existing mechanisms such as 

the National Environmental Education Council, the 

Business Roundtable for Sustainable Development, 

the National Environmental Education Network, 

and the Australian Research Institute in Education 

for Sustainability. ESD will be embedded in formal 

schooling through the National Environmental 

Education Statement for Australian Schools, 

the Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative, 

the National Goals for Schooling and National 

Statements of Learning, as well as collaboration 

with the further and higher education sector. 

In addition, new approaches will be jointly developed 

with other levels of government and non-government 

bodies in a range of sectors across industry, business 

and the community. Initiatives will include formal 

and non-formal education and embrace the principle 

of lifelong learning. 

1.3 Develop education for sustainable 

development training and professional 

development initiatives for specifi c sectors.

Targeted training and professional development 

initiatives will be developed to assist in equipping 

educators and key decision-makers in government, 

industry and the community with the necessary 

knowledge, skills and values to facilitate sustainable 

development within their spheres of infl uence. 

All stakeholders should have an understanding 

of how to progress the aims and objectives of 

sustainable development in specifi c contexts. 

1.4 Share knowledge and experiences.

Sharing knowledge on successful approaches to 

education for sustainable development and their 

underlying principles will assist in motivating and 

catalysing action across the community. Carefully 

targeted case studies will be developed and 

promoted to provide meaningful guidance to others 

involved in programme design. 

In communicating the concepts of education for 

sustainable development it is important to highlight 

what has worked and not worked, as well as the 

achievements of Australia’s existing initiatives in 

this area. The promotion of best practice will help to 

avoid duplication, identify gaps and provide greater 

overall coordination. 
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