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Sustainable Development 
My understanding of Sustainable Development is the following. Sustainable Development is a 
societal process of change during which the inhabitants of Planet Earth (have to) learn how to live 
together on the planet in peace and mutual respect without destroying the planet by their patterns 
of production and consumption and their behaviour.  
Sustainable Development is often referred to with the well-known three Ps: People, Profit and 
Planet.  
 
Of the three aspects of Sustainable Development, Planet can be considered as a boundary condition 
because if the planet and its ecosystems are irreversibly damaged, humankind is in big trouble. Profit 
is mostly understood in terms of economic growth in a globalised economic system, most commonly 
expressed in Gross Domestic Product, and not in terms of Prosperity for a global society. Finally, 
People is perhaps the most recalcitrant aspect because human behaviour is extremely difficult to 
influence. This is true for both the individual citizen and consumer level and the political and 
governance level. 
 
Initiatives at the global level 
Living in the middle of the big challenges and tensions in today’s global society, it is good to realise 
that worldwide many actions in relation to Sustainable Development have been undertaken and are 
going on at all levels of scale, from local to global.  
Well known examples at the global level are the Millennium Development Goals 
(un.org/millenniumgoals), the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development co-ordinated by 
UNESCO (en.unesco.org/themes/education-sustainable-development/what-is-esd/un-decade-of-esd) 
and in relation to that, the Regional Centres of Expertise initiative of the UN University 
(rcenetwork.org/portal/), and now the Sustainable Development Goals 
(un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/).   
 
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development (https://sdgs.un.org/230agenda) is an action plan for 
People, Planet and Prosperity also seeking to strengthen universal Peace in larger Freedom. It was 
accepted in 2015. The 17 Sustainable Development Goals and their indicators directed towards 169 
targets are integrated and indivisible and balance the three aspects of Sustainable Development 
(economic, social, environmental). In Agenda 2030 the ambitions are formulated as follows: 
 

People: We are determined to end poverty and hunger, in all their forms and dimensions, 
and to ensure that all human beings can fulfil their potential in dignity and equality and in a 
healthy environment. 

Planet: We are determined to protect the planet from degradation, including through 
sustainable consumption and production, sustainably managing its natural resources and  
taking urgent action on climate change, so that it can support the needs of the present and 
future generations. 



Prosperity: We are determined to ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperous and 
fulfilling lives and that economic, social and technological progress occurs in harmony with 
nature. 

Peace: We are determined to foster peaceful, just and inclusive societies that are free from 
fear and violence. There can be no sustainable development without peace and no peace 
without sustainable development. 

Partnership: We are determined to mobilize the means required to implement this Agenda 
through a revitalised Global Partnership for Sustainable Development, based on a spirit of 
strengthened global solidarity, focussed in particular on the needs of the poorest and most 
vulnerable and with the participation of all countries, all stakeholders and all people. 

The interlinkages and integrated nature of the Sustainable Development Goals are of crucial 
importance in ensuring that the purpose of the new Agenda is realised. If we realize our 
ambitions across the full extent of the Agenda, the lives of all will be profoundly improved 
and our world will be transformed for the better. 

As a reminder: the 17 Sustainable Development Goals are: 

• Goal 1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere 
• Goal 2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote 

sustainable agriculture 
• Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 
• Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all 
• Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 
• Goal 6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all 
• Goal 7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all 
• Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work for all 
• Goal 9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization 

and foster innovation 
• Goal 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries 
• Goal 11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 
• Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 
• Goal 13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts* 
• Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 

sustainable development 
• Goal 15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 
degradation and halt biodiversity loss 

• Goal 16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide 
access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all 
levels 

• Goal 17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership 
for sustainable development 

* Acknowledging that the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is the 
primary international, intergovernmental forum for negotiating the global response to climate 
change. 



 
Because of the universal scale and ambition of the Agenda 2030 Action Plan, it will be clear that it 
can only be worked out in joint partnership between the public domain, the private domain and  civil 
society at large. Following the daily news makes one realise that there will be many difficulties to be 
overcome at all levels (citizens, consumers, agriculture and forestry, industrial production,  parties 
along production chains, transport and mobility, trade, politics, governance and diplomacy) to make 
this dream about the future come true. 
 
The European Green Deal 
At the European level, the EU Green Deal could be inspiring (euractiv.com/section/energy-
environment/news/eu-commission-unveils-european-green-deal-the-key-points/)  
The key points are: 

1) Climate Neutral Europe by 2050 
2) Circular Economy 
3) Building renovation 
4) Zero-pollution environment by 2050 
5) Ecosystems & Biodiversity 
6) Farm to fork strategy aiming at a green and healthier agricultural system 
7) Transport aiming at 95 g CO2/km by 2021  
8) Money: 100 billion Euro for the most vulnerable regions and sectors mostly dependent on 

fossil fuels 
9) R&D and innovation: 100 billion Euro for the period 2021 – 2027, 35% EU research funding 

for climate friendly technologies, a series of EU research ‘moonshots’ focussed chiefly on 
environmental objectives 

10) External relations: EU diplomatic efforts in support of the Green Deal 
 
In the European Green Deal, societal transformation is mainly approached from the economic and 
environmental points of view. In other regions of the world, the social aspects may be more in focus 
as well. 
 
 A need for transboundary thinking and action 
The initiatives at UN and EU level described above make it clear that Sustainable Development is a 
joint responsibility of all parties at all levels of scale, asking for transboundary thinking and action. 
Transboundary thinking and action refers to boundaries between nations, regions, economic sectors, 
scientific disciplines, science, technology and the knowledge by experience present in society and 
many other boundaries one could think of. At the Open University of the Netherlands, this need for 
transboundary competences is clearly illustrated in a study among professionals in water 
management leading to the transition from water defence and emergency strategies to nature-based 
solutions in interaction with stakeholders and communities (Lansu, Boon, Sloep & van Dam-Mieras 
(2013),Changing professional demands in sustainable regional development: a curriculum design 
process to meet transboundary competence. Journal of Cleaner Production, 49, 123-133; Lansu 
(2013), Learning for Sustainable Development. Merging Professional Demands and Academic 
Standards. Open Universiteit).  
 
The typical characteristics, normative values and legislation of nations are rooted in ecological 
conditions, culture, historical developments, religion and ideology, politics and actions of national 
governments.  As a result of this, in discussions and debates in international fora ‘defending our 
values and/or our economic interests against theirs’ often  gets a prominent place. What is urgently 
needed is a dialogue in which the participants not only stress their own points and interests but also  
listen to arguments of their partners in the dialogue while taking into account the historically  
determined culture and socio-economic context from which they emerge . Such competences used 
to be developed during international face-to-face meetings. However, as a result of the rapid 



developments in digitalisation during the past decade, virtual space and physical space increasingly 
develop into a continuum and intercultural dialogues can also be organised in virtual space. The 
latter looks promising for education and learning for Sustainable Development.   
 
Education and life-long learning 
In the present societal transformation, continuous change is the most stable factor. This implies that 
everybody will have to learn lifelong in a context-embedded way. Personal talents must actively be 
explored and developed in learning environments that fit personal needs. This is true at all ages and 
asks for positive critical reflection on the present systems of formal education and personalised 
learning during and for labour market participation and participation in society in a broad sense.  
 
In formal education for children and young adults, critical reflection is needed on curricula as a main 
organising principle in education and the role of teachers in knowledge dissemination. Questions to 
be asked are for instance the following:   

• Does education organised by prescribed curricula sufficiently allow for talent development of 
individual learners? 

• Are learning environments, methodologies and learning resources flexible enough to allow 
for personalised learning?  

• How can flexibility and individual talent development get a place in the curriculum? 
• As teamwork and peer-to-peer interaction of learners is needed to develop useful skills and 

competencies, how can it be taken up in the curricula? 
• How does the role of the teacher change? 
• How can quality of education be assessed and secured when individual talent development, 

flexible learning environments, teamwork and peer-to-peer interaction get a place in the 
curriculum? 

• How can the co-evolution between quality assurance based on transparent criteria related to 
prescribed curricula and the changing educational environment emerging from the foregoing  
be organised? 

  
In life-long learning of adults, the situation is different from that in formal education because most 
learners are already educated and have further developed their competencies during  work and 
societal experiences.  Adult learners have their personal learning objectives, often focussed at targets 
in relation to the labour market. This asks for personalised  learning approaches (partly) different 
from that in formal education. In adult learning for Sustainable Development transformative learning 
looks like an inspiring and appropriate approach (Mezirow. J. (2009). Transformative learning theory. 
In J. Mezirow and E.W. Taylor (Eds). Transformative Learning in Practise: Insights from Community). 
Transformative learning uses disorienting dilemmas to challenge the  student’s thinking  and then 
encourages students to use critical thinking and questioning to consider if their underlying 
assumptions and beliefs about the world are accurate. In relation to transformative learning 
appropriate criteria for quality assurance need to be established matching the characteristics of the 
learning approach, learning environments, role of teachers  and the supporting infrastructure. 
 
Also in societal challenges-inspired formal higher education like education for Sustainable 
Development, transformative learning can be an enriching element in prescribed curricula. 
Introducing a transformative education element  in prescribed curricula implies that experiences with 
quality assessment in formal education with traditional prescribed curricula still are useful but not 
sufficient.  Development of quality criteria for assessing the quality of, for example, team work, 
action learning, real life research and leadership training elements in the curriculum are challenging, 
but good practises are/will be emerging. Also after introduction of such new elements in formal 
higher education, curricula quality assessment of transformative education still takes place within the 
framework set by the learning goals formulated for the curriculum.  



  
As to individualised learning of adults in societal contexts it can be stated in general that the 
knowledge disseminated must be scientifically sound  and fit for  purpose and that  learning must be 
supported in an effective way. Assessment and recognition of quality is in the hand of certification 
bodies and reputation mechanisms play a role. 
 
One could bluntly state that in formal education the prescribed curriculum determines the output,   
the knowledge, skills and competences of the graduated individuals are the outcome, and the 
desired impact is that as a result of output and outcome future societal developments will be more 
sustainable than the present ones.  
 
The search for new good practices in research and education; some examples from the 
Netherlands  
Traditionally (fundamental) research is curiosity driven and takes place within disciplinary domains, 
formal education is a system preparing children and young adults for functioning in society and the 
quality of research and education is assessed and secured according to well described procedures 
and norms. The foregoing will have made clear, however,  that for dealing with Sustainable 
Development and urgent societal challenges new good practises are needed in addition to the well-
developed ones.  The four examples to be touched upon in the following illustrate the societal 
challenges-inspired search for new good practices in research and education/learning that is going on 
in the Netherlands.  
 
The Dutch National Research Agenda 
The first example describes the process of formulation of the Dutch National Research Agenda 
(wetenschapsagenda.nl/publicatie/nationale-wetenschaps-agenda-nederlands/). 
In December 2015 the Dutch Research Agenda was published after a year-long process during which 
11,700 questions were submitted by the Dutch population during a broad consultation process. 
These questions were brought together in 140 clusters describing urgent issues for research and 
innovations. Subsequently, routes composed of subsets of interrelated questions were formulated 
and summarized in a portfolio. These routes connect science, technology and innovation. The 
portfolio indicates which opportunities there are and could be taken advantage of in consultation 
with civil society partners and enterprises, and what these efforts could eventually generate for 
society and the economy. These opportunities were identified during workshops attended by 
between two and three thousand people from Dutch society. 
 
The portfolio identifies investment priorities for Dutch research and is also part of the investment 
agenda proposed to the Dutch Government by the Knowledge Coalition Partners (the Royal 
Netherlands Academy of Art and Sciences (KNAW), MKB-Nederland, the Netherlands Federation of 
University Medical Centers (NFU), the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO), the 
TO2 Federation, the Association of Universities of Applied Sciences, the Confederation of 
Netherlands Industry and Employers (VNO/NCW) and the Association of Universities  in the 
Netherlands (VSNU). 
 
NWO-MVI 
The second example is about the NWO initiative on Responsible Research and Innovation (www.nwo-
mvi.nl). MVI stands for Responsible Research and Innovation. As innovations meant to be beneficial 
for society can always have unwanted and unforeseen negative effects,  ethical aspects have to be 
taken into account from the early research stage of the R&D process onwards. A second important 
aspect is that for innovations to be accepted by society, societal stakeholders have to be involved as 
well. Examples of Responsible Research and Innovation projects can be found on the NWO-MVI 
website.  
 

http://www.nwo-mvi.nl/
http://www.nwo-mvi.nl/


The Dutch Climate Agreement and the HCA-agenda 
The third example describes experiences with organising (higher) vocational education and adult 
learning in the context of societal transitions (Investeringsagenda 2016-2020 ‘Learning communities: 
Samen zetten we de volgende stap’Topsectoren en PBT, Den Haag , juni 2017 only available in 
Dutch). Within the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate before the Paris Agreements of 2015, 
the policy of the Ministry was based on stimulating the Energy Transition in The Netherlands. After 
2015 the policy was adjusted and a Dutch Climate Agreement policy aiming at CO2 reduction was 
accepted. Co-ordinated by the SER (the Social Economic Advisory Board for Government and 
Parliament),  an Integral Knowledge and Innovation Agenda for the Dutch Climate Agreement was 
developed in co-operation between the public sector, the private sector and civil society. In this 
Knowledge and Innovation Agenda 5 missions are distinguished: 

A. A completely CO2-free electricity system in 2050 
B. A CO2-free built environment in 2050 
C. In 2050 resources, products and processes in the Industry are net climate neutral and for 

80% circular 
D. Emission-free mobility for persons and goods in 2050 
E. In 2050 the system of agriculture and nature is net climate neutral. 

Under each mission two or three innovation programs are organised and a robust, socially supported 
energy system is a cross-cutting innovation program. 
 
In the innovation programs, the focus is on the changes to be brought about, but as in the end it is 
people who will have to bring about these changes, a Human Capacity Agenda (HCA) was also 
formulated. In the HCA so-called Learning Communities play an important role.  Learning 
Communities are a concept to give a new perspective on  life-long learning and developing in a 
changing context. The idea behind learning communities is that learning, working and innovating 
take place in mutual interaction between relevant parties. In this way of working, possibilities 
emerge to create necessary new knowledge, disseminate the knowledge and competences  and 
educate (future) professionals.  
The focus in the Learning Communities Approach is on professional education and labour market 
needs. The experiences so-far are satisfying and a next step is to ‘store’ the results of innovation 
projects as digital building blocks for learning in an Open Learning Resource available to all via the 
internet.  
 
Experiences at the Open University of the Netherlands 
Finally, I would like to mention the broad spectrum of experiences with Education for Sustainable 
Development at the Open University of the Netherlands. The Open University of the Netherlands has 
been actively involved in developments in the Sustainable Development domain both in the 
Netherlands and in the international context. As a University for distance education organising open, 
time- and place-independent education and  personalised learning  for adult learners, reflections on 
Higher Education for Sustainable Development and competence development, digital support of 
learning processes and learning environments and  learning in virtual (international) communities 
can be mentioned. Examples (the ones from 2013 and 2019 kindly provided by Angelique Lansu) can 
be found in the following papers: 
 
 

• Reflections on Higher Education and Sustainable Development in a Globalizing world 
Dam-Mieras, M.C.Evan, Michelsen, G., Winkelmann, H-P (2002) Higher Education and 
Sustainable Development in: COPERNICUS in Lüneburg. Higher Education in the Context of 
Sustainable Development and Globalization, Verlag für Akademische Schriften, Frankfurt am 
Main, pp. 12 – 18 
 



Dam-Mieras, M.C.E.van (2003), Living and working in a globalising world. Sustainable 
development/Biotechnology/ICT and new methods for knowledge transfer, conference 
organisd by Charles University and the University of Constance, Prague 6-9 March, 2003, In: 
Umwelt und Universitäten In Europa/ Environment and Universities In Europe, Stiftung 
'Umwelt und Whonen' an der Universität Konstanz, Konstanz 
 

• Adult learning, changing professional demands and academic standards 
Lansu, A., Boon, J., Sloep, P. B., & van Dam-Mieras, R. (2013). Changing professional demands 
in sustainable regional development: a curriculum design process to meet transboundary 
competence. Journal of Cleaner Production, 49, 123-133. 
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2012.10.019 
 
Lansu, A. (2013). Learning for Sustainable Development. Merging Professional Demands and 
Academic Standards. Open Universiteit.  https://research.ou.nl/en/publications/learning-for-
sustainable-development-merging-professional-demands 
 

• Experiences with virtual communities  
Ivens, W.P.M.F., Dam-Mieras, M.C.E.van, Kreijns, C.J., Leinders, J.J.M. (2002), Use of virtual 
communities for education Iin sustainable development, Conference proceedings Engineering 
Education In Sustainble Devlopment, TU Delft, 24&25 October 2002 
 

• How to create a globalized learning space for Sustainable Development? 
Fadeeva, Z., Mochizuki, Y, Dam-Mieras, R. van (2005), First Lessons and Future Challenges in : 
Mobilising for Education for Sustainable Development: Towards a Global Learning Space based 
on Regional Centers of Expertise, UNU-IAS report, pp. 79 – 82 
 
Dam-Mieras, Rietje van (2006), Life-long learning and ESD in: Proceedings of the International 
Conference Globalization and Education for Sustainable Development ‘Sustaining the Future’, 
Nagoya, 28-29 June 2005, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization and 
United Nations University 
 

• Jointly designing Education and Learning on Sustainable Development 
Dam-Mieras, M.C.E.van, Lansu, A., Rieckmann, M., Michelsen, G. (2008). Development of an 
Interdisciplinary, Intercultural Master’s Program on Sustainability: Learning from the 
Richness of Diversity, Innovative Higher Education, Vol 32, num 5, pages 251–264. 
 
Lansu, A., Fredrix, L., Ivens, W., van Wijnen, J., Uit de Weerd, D., &Dekker, S.C. (2019). 
Bridging the Dynamics of Food Systems Change in Sub Saharan Africa to the Water-Energy-
Food Nexus: Human Development Index. Geophysical Research Abstracts, 21, 1 [EGU2019-
8662]. https://meetingorganizer.copernicus.org/EGU2019/EGU2019-8662.pdf 
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