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Some fifteen years ago, Ministers of Education and university leaders of 29 countries initiated the 
Bologna Process aimed at creating a European Higher Education Area (EHEA) by 2010. Today, I believe 
on its 15th anniversary it has become a force to reckon with involving more than 45 countries, including 
non-EU countries, to its credit. The International Association of Universities (IAU) is privileged to learn 
from what the Bologna Process has to offer and also from time to time participated in the Process. It 
remains an exemplary effort of a broad based partnership where each country and its higher education 
community takes a voluntary decision to endorse the principles underlined in the European Higher 
Education Area. This not only allows for diversity of national systems and universities to be maintained 
but at the same time improves transparency between higher education systems in facilitating 
recognition of degrees and academic qualifications, mobility, and exchanges between institutions and 
nations. While the Bologna Process does not aim to harmonise national educational systems it 
provides tools to connect them based on ten simple objectives which governments and institutions are 
currently implementing. Most importantly, all participating countries are able to agree on a comparable 
three cycle degree system for undergraduates (Bachelor degrees) as well as graduates (Master and PhD 
degrees). 
 
That said moving forward the Bologna Process continues to be challenged by the rapidly changing 
environment that has great influence on the quality and relevance of higher education as reflected in 
the theme of this Conference. Exactly a fortnight ago, on November 10th, the United Nations Decade 
(2005-2014) of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) came to a close in Aichi-Nagoya, Japan. 
The Aichi-Nagoya Declaration calls on all nations to implement the Global Action Programme (GAP) on 
ESD to move the relevant agenda in shaping the future that we want. Not unlike the Bologna Process, 
the Declaration which is adopted unanimously by the Conference builds on a decade of achievements 
and the deliberations and stakeholder meetings which were held a week before in Okayama, and also 
the International Conference on Higher Education for Sustainable Development, a day before the World 
Conference. On both occasions, separate Declarations with wide ranging implications were also issued.  
Overall, these Declarations are deemed as instrumentals in transforming and streamlining education, 
especially higher education and research, in global and national post-2015 development agendas. They 
are common platforms for  government representatives and other key stakeholders, including the 
academia, industries as well as civil societies to formulate new goals and objectives “to shape the future 
that we what.” In the context of the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) that 
aimed at a sustainable 21st century for the global community the desired future is described as, “The 
wellbeing of humanity is inextricably linked to the living environment that sustains us. Our ocean makes 
the earth habitable for people, by providing and regulating the climate, weather, oxygen, food, jobs and 
many ecosystem services. Yet our ocean and its resources are deteriorating and depleting. Today our 
ocean depends on us, as we depend on the ocean. 
 
Blue-green economies and societies are important means to achieve what sustainable development 
ultimately aims at: the wellbeing of people while respecting the environment. It is now recognized that 
future economic development must be linked to both environmental and social pillars. An in-depth 
rethinking of development in all its dimensions is imperative.” 
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The protection of this global common calls for collective action to make a difference, by first deeply 
understanding the issues and focusing on sustainable solutions that can be applied across humanity, 
beyond the European Higher Education Area.  
 
This pressure continues to mount. As late as last year, Report of the High-level Panel of Eminent Persons 
on Post-2015 Development Agenda – Global Impact by 2030 – co-chaired by the then President Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono of Indonesia, President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia and Prime Minister David 
Cameron of the United Kingdom described the future in 2030 as: 

A world where extreme poverty has been eradicated and where the building blocks for sustained 
prosperity are in place. A world where no one has been left behind, where economies are 
transformed, and where transparent and representative by governments are in charge. A world 
of peace where sustainable development is the overarching goal. A world with a new spirit of 
cooperation and partnership. And the ended the statement on a very pointed note: This is not 
wishful thinking. 

 
Indeed some of the suggested potential impact on the world by 2030 are said to include: 

  1.2 billion fewer people hungry and in extreme poverty 
  100 million more children who would otherwise have died before they were five 
  4.4 million more women who would otherwise have died during pregnancy or childbirth 
  1.3 billion tons of food per year saved from going to waste 
  470 million more workers with good jobs and livelihoods 
  200 million more young people employed with the skills they need to get good work 
  1.2 billion more people connected to electricity 
  190 to 240 million hectares more of forest cover 
  $30 trillion spent by governments worldwide transparently accounted for 
  220 million fewer people who suffer crippling effects of natural disasters  
 People everywhere participating in decision-making and holding officials accountable 
  Average global temperatures on a path to stabilise at less than 2° C above pre-industrial levels 

 
These are, by any measures, daunting targets for the global community to meet in the next 15 years. It is 
even more daunting if we were to quote a Swedish Minister’s intervention at a Ministerial Panel on the 
Opening Day of the UNESCO World Conference in Nagoya on 10th November 2014. She recognises that if 
everyone are to lives Swedes, then we need three planets! I believe this is not only applicable to just the 
Swedes, but to many other countries of the Bologna Process as well. It therefore raised an immediate 
questions of how relevant is the Bologna Process in the context of the sustainable future! And the 
shaping the future that we – the global community, beyond just the European Higher Education Area, 
want. 
 
This is more so when UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in his message at the Opening of the ESD 
Conference, called for sustainability to be “built into everything we do” and suggested that education 
was “the starting point” for a successful and sustainable future. In fact in September this year, he 
underpinned the urgency of the matter when he reiterated that “There is no Plan B because there is no 
Planet B.” Let alone three more!  
 
In other words the role higher education and research today must take a different turn in preparing for a 
sustainable future. This is becoming increasingly urgent as the planet faces growing economic, socio-
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cultural and ecological divides. As the UNESCO Director-General, Irina Bokova, reckoned, to achieve 
sustainable development, technology, political regulations and financial incentives will not suffice – we 
need to change the way that we think and act, as individuals and as societies. “This is the aim of 
education for sustainable development,” she added.  
 
It is therefore heartening to note that based on questionnaires responded by 70 countries, UNESCO 
reports that two-thirds of the countries concerned have already a national ESD strategy or plan in place, 
indicating “an increased global recognition that education is a critical tool for moving societies towards 
sustainable development,” according to  UNESCO. Among the issues highlighted in the report, is the 
need to align education with sustainable development to ensure the transition from creating an 
enabling environment to achieving actual changes in curriculum and educator practice at all levels of 
education including research.  
 
Over the last two decades, the International Association of Universities (IAU) has taken the initiative to 
commit itself to the goals of Education for Sustainable Development. In 1993, for example, IAU held the 
Ninth Round Table in Kyoto, Japan and endorsed the Kyoto Declaration representing more than 650 of 
its Member institutions and organisations across 120 countries. It was then a bold step to do, the 
declaration has since been on our websites for reference (See IAU 1993 Kyoto Declaration on 
Sustainable Development). We believe then, and more so now that leaders of higher education 
institutions, academic and administrative colleagues, the students and other stakeholders are in a key 
position to contribute to an equitable and ecologically sound future by making sustainable development 
a central academic and organisational focus in higher education. Given this context, I sincerely hope that 
the Conference will also consider similar bold steps to collectively reaffirm the responsibility of building 
a democratic, equitable and ecologically-minded global community by mainstreaming SD “into 
everything we do” be it at the institutional and/or societal levels. At this juncture, we need to take a firm 
and active leadership role in ensuring that ESD becomes a common “transformative” platform in 
preparing for the next generation higher education system globally in order to successfully implement 
SDGs post-2015. Minimally we must attempt to create at least three major shifts in this regard namely:  

Shift 1: From production to preservation, that is to minimize wastages and over-production; 
Shift 2: From maximisation to optimisation, striving in making decision at an optimised point 
beyond which would be counter-productive and excessively risky, long term interests against 
short term (personal) gain; and 
Shift 3: From resource ownership to stewardship, namely, the notion that humans do not ‘own’ 
resources but are merely trustees to ensure resources remain undiminished for future 
generations. 

 
On this note, it is our fervent hope that this Conference will lead the way. IAU looks forward to working 
ever more closely to promote and facilitate higher education and research vis-à-vis SD. IAU as an 
international NGO with official UNESCO associate status recognises the vital roles that the Bologna 
Process could and should play in the overall process of achieving sustainable development beyond just 
the logic of economics in the European Higher Education Area. 
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