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Abstract:  In the higher education system in the Republic of Serbia, there is a relatively large number 
of young people studying, but a very small percentage of those who complete their studies within a time 
frame that can be considered useful and acceptable to society (8-10% of the total enrolled). Overall, 
today’s education system is unsustainable, not efficient enough, and lacks quality outcomes at all lev-
els. The consequence is a low general education level, a high percentage of dropout rates at all levels of 
education, a large outflow of trained staff abroad, a lack of quality assurance standards, rigid and out-
dated programs, and a lack of complex and contemporary skills required in the education process. In 
this sense, the term education for sustainable development means not only the application of sustain-
able development content into the education system, but also a new education system that supports the 
knowledge-based economy and is a necessary prerequisite for the sustainable development of society 
as a whole. Education should integrate the knowledge and methods of finding the best techniques and 
methods in all spheres of human life, providing the conditions necessary for the application of interdis-
ciplinary principles of sustainable development with greater involvement of the civil sector.
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INTRODUCTION

In the 21st century, ecological changes are becoming more numerous, and the causes of 
life threatening on our planet are numerous. Climate change raises the question of survival 
of man himself. Environmental education and sustainable development is therefore an im-
perative of any modern education system.
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The United Nations General Assembly proclaimed the decade 2005-2015 a decade of 
education for sustainable development. Accordingly, the Regional Strategy for Education for 
Sustainable Development was adopted. All UN members were tasked with developing strat-
egies for implementing education for sustainable development into the educational process, 
from the lowest to the highest levels of education. Education reform in this direction is also 
necessary due to changes in the philosophy of education and learning, which is nowadays 
referred to as the lifelong education / learning syntagm. (Branu, 2010) New, reformed educa-
tion must break with reproductive knowledge and embrace conceptual learning, coopera-
tiveness and teamwork. In this way, education will enable the application of acquired knowl-
edge, skills, attitudes and values in everyday life. Environmental education and sustainable 
development can be a model for creating and implementing such a principle. (Uzelac, 2008)

Given the role of universities in society, they are under increasing pressure to engage 
and respond to environmental and climate change issues as well as other sustainable devel-
opment issues. Universities are expected to be engines and innovation centers for sustaina-
ble development through teaching, learning, research and development. The role of the uni-
versity does not end after basic and postgraduate studies. It extends beyond the abundance 
of activities including the formation of a research nucleus, planning, designing, building 
campuses and expanding capacity. as well as through good examples of sustainability (Unit-
ed Nations Environment Programme, 2013). However, in reality, the connection between 
theory and practice in this field has not yet taken hold. The aim of this paper is to highlight 
the need to reorient education towards education for sustainable development. Also, one of 
the goals of the paper is to inspire the management of universities in Serbia to develop and 
implement transformative strategies for establishing “green campuses” as a carbon dioxide 
reduction resource. Creating green campuses will provide an opportunity to build institu-
tional capacity to integrate sustainability principles across all segments of university life 
and work. This paper aims to highlight the need to improve the sustainability performance 
of universities in Serbia and to drive all those interested in the path of sustainability. It is 
impossible to build sustainable development in a country where universities promote unsus-
tainability. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to point to the fact that a sustainable university 
can be a catalyst for building a sustainable environment of the whole narrower and wider 
social community, as well as new paradigms of a “green economy”.

1. EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

First of all, it is important to note that education for sustainable development is a dy-
namic concept, involving all participants in the education system. Personnel education is 
also essential in order to educate society, educate and embrace the knowledge, skills and 
abilities necessary for sustainable development. The United Nations Environment Program 
has identified the following strategic goals for education for sustainable development:

• Availability of qualified experts in all major sectors of the economy;
• Adequate and universal access to education for a healthy and productive life;
•  Integrating environmental knowledge into educational programs and informing 

the wider community about it.
However, the question arises: “What about the teaching experience that has accumu-

lated over the years?” (Matanović, Braun, 2011).
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Education for sustainable development can and must make use of all the positive de-
velopments of traditional environmental knowledge and natural sciences, enriching the so-
cial, economic and cultural context, taking into account local conditions. Only then will 
students have the opportunity to discuss and share knowledge about consumer behavior, 
manufacturing technologies, business, social justice, but most importantly, to learn to an-
ticipate future trends (Čajka, Jovanović, 2014)

In order to live in a sustainable world, people need to be able to anticipate a sustainable 
future and find ways to help it come about (Matanović, Branu, 2011).

In order to make the idea of sustainable development attractive to students, profes-
sors should discuss most of the personal benefits of realizing these plans and programs for 
sustainable development of the city, region and life in harmony with nature. There is no uni-
versal model of sustainable development. Each country should determine its priorities, ac-
tion programs and define its own goals based on local environmental, social and economic 
conditions and identify the best solutions in accordance with the principles of sustainable 
development (Jovanović, 2011).

Education for sustainable development is a process of continuous learning and train-
ing. Professors should always be prepared to consider and rethink previously established 
views in response to changes that are happening now and that are about to happen in the 
world.

Professors need to fulfill four main goals:
•  to help students understand why understanding sustainable development is impor-

tant to everyone;
• actively engage students in discussions on sustainable development issues;
• learn to review problems from different perspectives;
•  to encourage students to think about problems, not only in class and in the class-

room, but also outside the formal education system (Matanović, Braun, 2011).
The basic problem of education for sustainable development is that there was no clear 

idea of what an individual must know in order to be aware of his capabilities and to partici-
pate in building an environmentally and economically sustainable society. It is now quite 
clear that it is time for professors to be critical and rethink their activities in line with the 
requirements of education for sustainable development. Examples explaining specific prob-
lems should be related to the region and the area where the students live. This is the only way 
they become known and understood by students, and their motivation for discussion and 
analysis increases. In order to live in a sustainable world, people should be able to under-
stand the origins of a sustainable future as well as ways to reach it (Grinsted, 2011).

Before deciding to integrate sustainable development into their own teaching prac-
tice, teachers need to understand this complex topic and answer several questions: Is the 
concept of sustainable development relevant? Is the reorientation of education for sustain-
able development a temporary action or a long-term process? How can individual curricula 
be designed to integrate sustainable development issues into discussions and analyzes? To 
what extent are possible solutions available for particular issues related to sustainable de-
velopment? When is it possible and realistic to develop effective educational changes? How 
realistic is the implementation of sustainable development? Will education for sustainable 
development promote democracy and active participation of civil society? Is there adequate 
and accessible literature as well as educational-methodological and information resources 
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for education for sustainable development? Will education for sustainable development lead 
to the professional development of professors and when? (M,Gonigle, Starke, 2006). Despite 
the complexity of the questions, all of these questions can be answered.

Three pillars of sustainable development need to be considered: economic, environ-
mental and social, in conjunction with cultural and personal aspects, in order to better 
understand topics relevant to sustainable development. The analysis of the causes of prob-
lems in teaching as well as the proposals for their solution and the description of symptoms 
should be systematically approached. The aim is to analyze the situation in the local com-
munity by stimulating different ways of thinking about sustainable development in the long 
term, thus making it possible to understand that education for sustainable development is 
not just another campaign to be implemented, but a legacy for the future.

Estimates of the raw material and energy resources of our planet, region or country 
where we live inevitably lead to the conclusion that they are significantly impaired. Envi-
ronmental movements are therefore being formed, environmentally sound technologies and 
methods for green economy and social justice are introduced, taking into account cultural 
and local traditions. All these problems can be addressed, to a greater or lesser degree, in 
teaching geography, biology, chemistry, economics and other disciplines. They all contrib-
ute to building healthier living solutions on the planet. Open discussions about these vital 
problems of life enable students to participate in the analysis of perspectives and find so-
lutions for the development of contemporary society in accordance with the principles of 
sustainable development, social justice, cultural values and tradition (M Gonigle, Starke, 
2006; Jovanović, 2011)

The quest for effective change in education for sustainable development is linked to ef-
fective mechanisms and methods of influence at the individual, community, business, media 
and government levels. How long it will take to find a way and change attitudes towards edu-
cation for sustainable development, especially among educators, will depend on the speed 
of dissemination of the concept of sustainable development to the public. Discussion on the 
rights of present and future generations stimulates young people’s sense of the environment 
as well as the civic responsibility for their actions and commitment to democratic values. It 
needs to be explained and demonstrated that education can help people understand their 
personal and public interest in a sustainable future which offers more opportunities for a 
more decent living environment.

There is a limited number of books dealing with the issues of sustainable development 
and education for sustainable development in English as well as in Serbian (Čajka, Jovanović, 
2014). However, there is a huge number of websites that address education for sustainable 
development. They are constantly updated with new information and are very useful for set-
ting up eco-schools and eco-faculties (Grindsted, 2011).

2. INTERNATIONAL ECO-SCHOOL PROGRAM AND ECO-UNIVERSITIES/ 
FACULTIES

The International Eco-Schools and Eco-Universities program is the intellectual prop-
erty of the International Organization for education for sustainable development  (Founda-
tion for the Environment FEE).
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The International Eco-School and Eco-Universities / faculties program defines how en-
vironmental knowledge is applied in the daily life of universities and local communities. A 
great deal of attention is paid to reducing the amount of waste and its disposal, rational use 
of water and energy, healthy nutrition and the organization of university premises.

The International Program was established at the Council of Europe in 1981. The pro-
gram includes 52 countries in the world where these international programs are implement-
ed. At the same time, this program includes more than 12 million students (Večei Funda, 
2007).

These FEE programs operate under the auspices of relevant government institutions 
in all countries where they are implemented. The names of the programs as well as their 
content and implementation methodology are also protected. The uniformity of programs 
at the international level makes this model of education for sustainable development unique. 
Schools and universities that meet the set criteria and set environmental concerns as a last-
ing value and way of life, receive a charter for the status of an international eco-school or 
eco-faculty and a Green Flag with a sign, as a status sign, which is a visible sign of belonging 
to the program and of its successful implementation. This prestigious international recogni-
tion is awarded every two years, and after the first recognition received, the school must ap-
ply for status renewal every two years and prove that, in the implementation of the program, 
it has gone “one step further” in the implementation of the program.

The program is precisely defined and does not allow for improvisation in relation to 
established rules and set implementation steps. The given program guidelines cannot be 
changed or adjusted, but must be fully followed and implemented (Večei Funda, 2007).

This international program facilitates the reorientation of education for sustainable de-
velopment, as it eliminates the mistakes made by the system of short-term occasional semi-
nars for teachers who offer ready-made prescriptions for work. It provides an opportunity 
to discuss ideas and methods for implementing sustainable development in the educational 
process.

In 2011, GUPES - Global University Partnership for Environment and Sustainability 
- was founded. The overall aim of this university association is to promote education for sus-
tainable development and environmental protection. This involves incorporating environ-
mental education and sustainable development into all university programs and activities, 
and the daily lives of university students and professors.

In addition, the Green Universities Handbook was published the same year. The pur-
pose of this Handbook is to inspire, encourage and support universities to develop and im-
plement their own transformation strategies for establishing green, resource-efficient and 
energy-efficient campuses.

It will provide an opportunity to build stakeholder capacity to deliver systemic institu-
tional cohesion to sustainability principles with all aspects of university business. This ini-
tiative aims to improve the university’s sustainability performance globally, and to provide 
support to other stakeholders starting their own sustainable journeys. It will also enhance 
the practical relevance of universities in applying the principles of sustainable development 
and, consequently, in implementing the “green economy” paradigm. The handbook was cre-
ated in collaboration with sustainable universities and provides clear guidance on how to 
build a sustainable university. It addresses the issues, risks and challenges that building a 
sustainable university presents to a higher education institution and provides clear guide-
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lines for strategy formulation, as well as for creating the vision, mission and values   of the 
universities involved as integral parts of the declaration. Further, this handbook addresses 
specific tools for implementing the university’s transformation from policymaking, through 
goals and results, to monitoring, evaluation and progress in communications. It is interest-
ing to note that distance learning is especially emphasized as one of the tools for building a 
sustainable university, as it drastically affects reduced emissions and energy savings (Green-
ing universities toolkit, 2013). This, in our view, could be the topic of a particular compara-
tive study.

3. SUSTAINABLE UNIVERSITIES IN THE WORLD

We cannot have a sustainable world where universities promote unsustainability ( M 
Gonigle, Starke, 2006) - in contrast, sustainable universities can help as catalysts for accel-
erating sustainable development.

The most mature approach to university sustainability can be summed up in one sen-
tence: the more activities at the university that play a role in environmental protection, the 
greater the social, cultural and economic sustainability (Pollnock, 2009).

A university that consciously chooses the path of sustainable development is based on 
the following principles:

• Clear articulation and integration of social and ethical responsibility towards the 
environment contained in the vision, mission and management of the institution;

• Integration of social, economic and environmental sustainability in the subject 
curriculum, commitment to critical thinking and an interdisciplinary system;

• Dedicated research on sustainability and considering the “fourfold conclusion” of 
sustainability in all other research;

• Collaboration with the wider community, including partnerships with schools, 
government, NGOs and the economy;

• Campus planning, design and development to minimize carbon dioxide emissions, 
water pollution and reduce waste, making the campus a regenerative organization and bi-
oregion;

• Active work and focus on continuous improvements in environmental quality;
• Designing and developing policies and activities that foster equality, respect for 

diversity and improve the quality of life for students, employees and the wider community 
within which the university exists;

• Campus as a “living lab” - student participation in transforming the learning envi-
ronment;

• Respect for cultural diversity and cultural inclusion;
• Establish a framework to support cooperation between different universities at na-

tional and global levels . (Greening universities toolkit, 2013)
Universities in the world with the status of Green University - Sustainable Campus 

exist in many countries in the world (Greening universities toolkit, 2013). Those are: Bond 
University Mirvac School of Sustainable Development, Australija, Harvard University,USA, 
Middle East Technical University, Turska, Pontifical Catholic University of Rio Grande do 
Sul,Porto Alegre, Brazil, Princeton University, USA, TERI University, Indija, Tongji Univer-
sity, Kina, University of British Columbia, Kanada, University of Copenhagen, Denmark, 
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University of Nairobi, Kenija, University of New South Wales, Australija, University of 
Northern British Columbia, Kanada, University of Sao Paulo, Brazil, University of Texas at 
Dallas, USA, Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri, USA.

There are numerous resources available to universities in transition: international and 
regional associations (Global Higher Education for Sustainability Partnership – GHESP, 
University Leaders for a Sustainable Future – ULS, Association for the Advancement of 
Sustainability in Higher Education - AASHE, Global University Network for Innovation – 
GUNI, International Sustainable Campus Network – ISCN, COPERNICUS Alliance, Inter-
national Alliance of Research Universities - IARU, Alianza de redes iberoamericanas de uni-
versidades porla sustentabilidad y el ambiente - ARIUSA) kao i onlajn alati i resursi: Charter 
and Guidelines (ISCN), Sustainability Tracking and Rating System (STARS) (AASHE), 
Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire (ULSF), Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire 
(ULSF), Higher Education Associations Sustainability Consortium (USA), International Al-
liance of Research Universities campus sustainability toolkit (IARU), Learning in Future 
Environments (LiFE) (UK and Australasia), Healthy Universities Toolkit (UK), Virtual Sus-
tainability Platform in Universities (www.projetosustentabilidade.sc.usp.br), Good Campus 
(UK).

4. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND INTERNATIONAL PROGRAM OF 
ECO-SCHOOLS AND ECO-UNIVERSITIES / FACULTIES IN THE REPUBLIC 
OF SERBIA

In the higher education system in the Republic of Serbia, there is a relatively large num-
ber of young people studying, but a very small percentage of those who complete their stud-
ies within a time frame that can be considered useful and acceptable to society (8-10% of the 
total enrolled). Overall, today’s education system is unsustainable, not efficient enough, and 
lacks quality outcomes at all levels.

The consequence is a low general education level, a high percentage of dropout rates 
at all levels of education, a large outflow of trained staff abroad, a lack of quality assurance 
standards, rigid and outdated programs, and a lack of complex and contemporary skills 
required in the education process.

In this sense, the term education for sustainable development means not only the appli-
cation of sustainable development content into the education system, but also a new educa-
tion system that supports the knowledge-based economy and is a necessary prerequisite for 
the sustainable development of society as a whole. Education should integrate the knowledge 
and methods of finding the best techniques and methods in all spheres of human life, pro-
viding the conditions necessary for the application of interdisciplinary principles of sustain-
able development with greater involvement of the civil sector. This means that education for 
sustainable development must ensure the co-operation of all stakeholders (schools, universi-
ties, economic sectors, governmental and non-governmental organizations of civil society, 
etc.) and intensive strengthening of international cooperation with the relevant scientific 
and educational institutions (Nacionalna strategija održivog razvoja R. Srbije).

Sustainable consumption can be found in several areas: avoiding the generation of ex-
cess waste, efficient use of energy, water, transportation, healthy eating and environmen-
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tal procurement. In addition to households, which are the basis of the consumer market, 
this process also applies to the economy, educational institutions and all other organiza-
tions and institutions. When it comes to sustainable consumption, in schools it primarily 
means rational use of energy and water and proper treatment of waste, including recycling 
(Jovnaović, 2006; Ermakov, Jovnaović, Čajka, 20015).

The prerequisites for inclusion in the international program of Eco-schools and Eco-
universities / faculties are also provided by the provisions on sustainable education defined 
in the National Strategy for Sustainable Development of the Republic of Serbia. “All interest 
groups should be motivated and supported to work on the development of sustainable de-
velopment education and the integration of sustainable development content into the formal 
education system, into all relevant subjects, as well as into non-formal types of education”. 
(Nacionalna strategija održivog razvoja R. Srbije).

“The objectives and immediate measures that should contribute to the achievement of 
the single main objective of the sustainable education system include:

• providing more favorable general conditions for economic, financial, institutional 
and technical support to education and training reform for sustainable development;

• promoting sustainable development principles and practices and sustainable edu-
cation systems through formal and non-formal learning;

• appropriate sustainable development training for teachers at all levels of education; 
systematic development of research in education for sustainable development;

• continuous promotion of co-operation in education reform at national, regional 
and international levels ”(Nacionalna strategija održivog razvoja R. Srbije).

Depending on the program they implement, Eco-Schools and Eco-Universities / facul-
ties create numerous forms of everyday as well as occasional spending that can be signifi-
cantly reduced or even avoided, as well as all the excess and unnecessary spending by their 
students / pupils and employees.

The opportunity for major or minor changes should not be sought only in educational 
reforms, which are most often too slow. A new way of learning with great student activity is 
provided by specific programs and projects (Večei Funda, 2008).

The International Eco-School and Eco-Universities / faculties program offers great op-
portunities to develop awareness of the importance of environmental protection in accord-
ance with the principles of sustainable development. The organization ‘Sustainable Devel-
opment and Environment Ambassadors’ has the role of National Operator in Serbia and is 
the only one authorized to implement the program of the  Foundation for Environmental 
Education (FEE) (Braun.2010)

The International Eco-Schools Program is also applied to higher education institutions 
called the Eco-University (which contains the steps, adapted from the Eco-School umbrella 
Program). In Serbia, where the practice of student campuses did not take effect, the program 
was adapted to be applicable to our conditions and is applicable for the individual faculties 
- the Eco-Faculty. In doing so, the FEE rules and UNEP recommendations of the Greening 
university toolkit are consulted. All interested faculties and Universities should contact the 
National Operator by completing the Application for Participation in the ECO-SCHOOLS 
Program (http://ambassadors-env.com/, 7. 5. 2015) .

Through the work program, each faculty / university determines how environmen-
tal knowledge is applied in daily activities and in further development of research work 
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at universities (Đuran, Golušin, Munitlak Ivanović, 2013) . The status of the International 
Eco-School, as well as all activities during the implementation of the program, create a new 
image of the school. With this fact, the responsible and demanding role of the dean in the 
implementation and maintenance of the program as well as the restoration of status begins 
and ends. The role of the Dean in the whole program is substantial, and very often crucial. 
His role is paramount in the first phase that is applying to the program, as he needs to 
evaluate and recognize faculty opportunities. He also must have a vision. He has to be sure 
that with his enthusiasm and optimism he will influence his associates throughout the pro-
ject. Much attention is paid to reducing quantities, selection and disposal of waste, rational 
use of water and energy, healthy eating and organization of school premises (Jovnaović, 
Jordačijević, Radosavljević, Anđelković, 2010).

In Serbia, the program was in a pilot phase in 2011, and in the 2012/13 school year regis-
tration of the first schools began, thus making Serbia one of the countries implementing the 
international Eco-school program. In the Republic of Serbia, the international Eco-School 
program is supported by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Develop-
ment as a project aimed at protecting the environment and promoting education for sustain-
able development. The sponsor of the international program of the Eco-School in Serbia is 
the Ministry of Health (http://ambassadors-env.com/, 7. 5. 2015)

It is important to reiterate the fact that this program was implemented at lower levels of 
education (pre-school, primary and secondary schools), while it is not available at faculties 
and universities. The only university that has the conditions and opportunities to respond 
to this program in its entirety is the University of Novi Sad, because it is located on campus. 
Other universities have “scattered” their faculties by city, so that only individual faculties 
can join the program. So far, the Higher School of Management and Communications from 
Sremski Karlovci and the Integrated Education System from Belgrade, with its pre-school, 
elementary, secondary schools, as well as its two faculties, are included in this program.

CONSLUSION

Education for sustainable development is much broader than environmental education 
because it covers a large part of social and economic issues and problems. We must admit 
that in modern education the issue of causes of environmental problems is neglected and 
that the emphasis is on eliminating symptoms (waste recycling, construction of wastewater 
treatment plants, reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, saving energy resources ...). As 
Ken Webster states, “Significant efforts have been made in the world to change individual 
behavior before changing the system that supports unsustainability.”

The key goal of sustainable development education is to create a system for forming 
a different view of the world, critical, socially and environmentally oriented thinking and 
activating civil society. Education for sustainable development should take full advantage of 
modern educational technologies, mass media, combined with the tradition and culture of 
the people and the experience of previous generations.

The most important tasks of education for sustainable development are: developing a 
system of critical thinking and view of the world, acquiring new knowledge and skills that 
lead to sustainable development of society, health education, education and upbringing in 
accordance with high moral values, training for sustainable consumption, education for the 
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development of active citizenship. To achieve these goals, traditional approaches to learning 
need to be changed, and the programs of the International Eco-School and Eco-Faculties are 
a good model for the practical application of the principles of sustainable development and 
sustainable education.
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