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The Role of Local Authorities  
in Education for Sustainable Development  

in Poland

Abstract. Educational activities are the foundation of sustainable development. Educating the 
public in the !eld of ecological behaviour makes it possible to change the behaviour perceived as 
negative by other members of society and then slowly replace it with one that is acceptable and 
well regarded. Developing the correct a"itudes in a society means that such a"itudes will be obvi-
ous and natural for the next generations. #is would lead to changes in the behaviour of residents 
and, thereby, help reduce their negative impact on the environment. A special role is played by 
local government units in this process, including primarily, the municipality. In carrying out their 
own tasks they ful!l the demands of education for sustainable development directly and indi-
rectly. A direct impact manifests itself in educational activities, promotions, and other activities 
a$ecting the environmental awareness of residents. Indirect activities arise from the fact that local 
government units ful!l their own tasks in the !eld of environmental protection, urban planning, 
or investments. Using these channels, the authorities at the municipal level can in%uence resi-
dents and other stakeholders through encouraging them to present desired behaviours through 
moulding appropriate a"itudes and promoting speci!c pa"erns. #e main purpose of this article 
is to point out the role of local authorities in education for sustainable development (ESD) and 
give a few examples of individual activities. At the same time, an a"empt is made to distinguish 
the main areas of activities in ESD at the local level. 

Keywords: education for sustainable development, local government, e$ectiveness, manage-
ment

1. Introduction

#e tasks of a  local government at the municipal level in Poland mainly result 
from legal regulations. #e Act on Municipal Government de!nes a catalogue of 
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the basic activities of the municipal authorities, while detailed provisions state 
how these activities should be performed. �ese regulations are very speci�c as 
regards activities related with investments or urban planning. Procedures are de-
scribed, as well as protocols and task hierarchy. However, no speci�c operating 
guidelines exist for promotional and educational activities. Consequently, their 
scope and nature are much diverse in individual local government units. Mu-
nicipalities show extremely di�erent levels of activity in the area of the so-called 
so� actions. Some local authorities take a stand that these tasks are ful�lled by 
educational centres within each municipality, and the municipality o�ce itself is 
not obliged to perform any activities in this area. O�en, this is also linked with 
personnel limitations, which can be observed particularly in small local govern-
ment units. Other o�ces con�ne themselves to distributing information materi-
als and posting announcements on websites. On the other hand, there are local 
governments that comprehensively pursue the philosophy of sustainable devel-
opment. �ey implement environmental management in municipality o�ces 
and also units subordinate to a local government. �ey address the issues related 
with environmental solutions to be encompassed in investment processes. �ey 
also optimize the application of resources and proactively strive to maintain and 
improve the condition of nature and landscape assets. �us, the activities of lo-
cal authorities in ESD can be described as multi-dimensional. Apart from direct 
actions related with improving the competencies of employees, educating the lo-
cal community members, promoting prede�ned a�itudes, there is a number of 
actions which give the educational e�ect indirectly. �e major purpose of this 
article is to de�ne the role of local authorities in ESD activities and to provide 
speci�c examples of such activities. �us, an a�empt is made to distinguish and 
systematize the main areas of possible activity. 

2. Environmental education  
and education for sustainable development

In describing ESD related issues it is most important to specify the subject of the 
description. �e notion of ESD in the Polish nomenclature is used de�nitely less 
frequently than, for instance, environmental education, particularly in administra-
tive practice. However, the semantic scope of these two terms is di�erent and the 
results achieved through these two types of education are also distinct (Table 1). 
�e primary distinction refers to the manner and the scope of the description 
of reality. ESD can be characterized by a holistic approach. �e key target area is 
not environmental protection as such, but a systemic and dynamic approach to 
phenomena and processes taking place in the world. �us, ESD covers social, 
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environmental and economic spheres. It emphasizes mutual relations of these 
spheres and an existing causal nexus between them. In practice, ESD re-orients 
educational tasks undertaken in various areas at di�erent levels. Re-orientation is 
meant to enhance social awareness of sustainable development issues and to pro-
vide di�erent social groups with appropriate training [ Jutvik & Liepina 2007: 19]. 

As regards means of expression, ESD does not con�ne itself to description. It 
uses tools that stimulate a speci�c behaviour driving a change in conduct. With 
the tasks it ful�ls ESD moulds a�itudes and integrates various spheres of human 
activity. It also improves such abilities as communication, systemic thinking, crit-
ical thinking and cooperation [Hopkins &McKeown 2002: 19]. 

�e major di�erences between environmental education and education for 
sustainable development were compared by Jutvik and Liepina, among others 

Table 1. Di�erences between environmental education and education for sustainable 
development

Environmental education Education for sustainable development

Talks about the problems of the natural environ-
ment.

Talks about integrated problems of environment, 
e!cient use of natural resources, maintaining 
proper functioning of ecosystems and a  good 
functioning of society and economy.

Deals with environmental problems resulting 
from human activity and its impact on the envi-
ronment.

Recognizes that the problems are caused by the 
con"ict between the various objectives of human 
activities: environmental, social, cultural and eco- 
nomic.

Emphasizes biodiversity. Emphasizes biological, cultural, social and eco-
nomic diversity. 

Aims at healthy environment. Aims at good life for the current and future ge-
nerations.

Promotes actions for the protection of the envi-
ronment.

Motivates a  change in a  lifestyle and relies on 
compelling arguments regarding personal life.

Moulds responsibility for the environment. Moulds responsibility for the environment and 
people’s lives.

Talks about the behaviour of the individual. Focuses on increasing competencies for action, 
including a  competence to develop new moral 
principles and stimulate public participation in 
a decision-making process.

Is aimed both globally and locally. Should be based on the local economic, social, 
cultural and environmental systems and then in- 
troduced to the regional, national and global sys-
tems.

Includes some school subjects. Is integrated with all school subjects and with all 
aspects of school life.

Source: Jutvik & Liepina 2005.
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(Table 1). �ey demonstrated that the communication levels and methods, con-
tents presented, goals set and tools applied were distinct. 

It is worth noting that although ESD is by de�nition an activity that is carried 
out in educational centres, it may also be widely used by other entities. Moulding 
proper a�itudes, increasing the level of knowledge and enhancing environmental 
awareness are also included in the activities of cultural and sport centres, extra-
governmental organizations and societies, as well as local authorities.

3. The role of local authorities at the local level  
in education for sustainable development

Due to the fact that the catalogue of ESD functions is extensive and the spectrum 
of possible activities in ESD is broad, it seems that each action by authorities 
at the local level can be transposed to ESD. Even those activities that are seem-
ingly unrelated with environmental issues, such as organization of the system 
of cooperation between local governments, activities of cultural centres, public 
security or social welfare, can be transposed to ESD. In Poland, additionally, le-
gal regulations impose an obligation on local authorities to carry out activities 
in environmental education. Pursuant to Art. 403, Clause 2 of the Act: Environ-
mental Protection Law dated 27 April 2001 (consolidated text Journal of Laws 
of 2013, item 1232, as later amended), municipalities have their own tasks such 
as �nancing the environmental protection and water management programs 
in terms of environmental education and promotion of pro-environmental ac-
tions and sustainable development [Korolewska 2013: 258-259]. Moreover, 
Art. 79 of the aforementioned Act states that administrative bodies are one of 
the groups of entities that are obliged to incorporate research on environmental 
protection issues in their activities. �ere is also a number of detailed regulations 
which refer, among others, to social participation in the procedures related with 
arrangements regarding investment activities which might have a  considerable 
impact on the environment or regarding planning works or developing local en-
vironmental protection strategies being de�ned by the Polish legislation as en-
vironmental protection programs [Environmental Protection Law, section III]. 
�ese activities directly and directly achieve ESD goals through in"uencing social 
awareness, promoting speci�c a�itudes and ful�lling strictly educational tasks. 

�erefore, it is possible to distinguish three major groups of speci�c types of 
tasks ful�lled by local authorities that can be transposed to ESD1. �e �rst group 

1 Such division is not meant to be classi�cation, and, thus, it is not exhaustive and it is separable. 
It is rather applied to systematize the phenomenon being described and to group its manifestations 
such as speci�c activities performed by local governments. 
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includes activities categorized by nature of impact, the second group by direction 
of impact, while the third group by impact time re�ected by the management 
level (Table 2).

�e criterion of division for the �rst group is the nature of an impact instru-
ment being used.A dichotomy is proposed within this group, so that activities 
can be divided into direct and indirect. Direct activities involve exerting a speci�c 
in�uence on an individual through establishing local laws or issuing administra-
tive decisions. Such in�uence should be a practical implementation of the rule 
of sustainable development and it should be obligatory. It may both prescribe 
a particular behaviour and prohibit taking certain actions. �e strength of impact 
can be severity and inevitability of sanctions related with failure to observe the 
adopted regulations. Indirect activities, in turn, are based on the use of the same 
type of instruments, i.e. local laws and administrative decisions. However, they 
have an optional impact. Indirect activities prefer a  speci�c behaviour of indi-
viduals, o�ering them bene�ts in exchange. �e activities give an opportunity to 
take any speci�c action and �nally provide a system of incentives and facilitations 
in performing any such action. Failure to observe the said laws and decisions does 
not entail any sanction. However, if an individual follows them, he or she may be 
given bene�ts and privileges.

Another group was categorized by direction of impact. �e impact being 
oriented at the local community, businesses, organizations and institutions ex-
isting within a  given area is de�ned as the external impact. While the impact 
being oriented at local administration employees, who work in the municipal-
ity o�ce and subordinate units, is de�ned as the internal impact. Activities 
performed in both of these areas can be obligatory or optional. Apart from the 
municipalities’ own tasks, the external impact can incorporate participation in 
promotional or informative campaigns or any other activities preferring speci�c 
a�itudes and behaviours. Activities oriented externally o�en show an organized 
form. �ey can involve the implementation of certain standards and rules or even 
a comprehensive re-orientation of the individual management system. 

�e last group includes activities categorized by impact time. It incorporates 
long- and short-term activities. Long-term activities are rather strategic and they 

Table 2. Areas of activity in ESD at the local level

Criterion of Division Type of Activity

Nature of impact Direct Indirect
Direction of impact Internal External

Impact time Long-term Short-term

Source: own elaboration.
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de�ne the long-term course of action. �ey are aimed at achieving a certain lev-
el of development for a given area or a certain condition of a component. �ey 
can also be continuous long-term activities that a�ect awareness in a given area. 
Whereas short-term activities are activities of an ongoing nature. �e activities 
are performed in the course of daily administrative practice. �ey are aimed at 
solving any speci�c operating problems. Being taken together, the activities can 
be treated as a cycle of organized long-term activities.

4. Tools for ESD achievement  

For the groups being distinguished speci�c examples of decisions, legal acts or 
practical activities can be given that can be noted at the local government level: 
ranging from comprehensive activities incorporating speci�c tasks such as educa-
tional campaigns, through strategic documents such as an analysis of conditions 
for and directions of area development or an environmental protection program, 
to organizational decisions (Table 3). 

A special group in the proposed division is represented by internal activities 
that include the organization of the work performed by the municipality o!ce 

Table 3. Tools for the implementation of individual actions at local level

Criterion of division Type of activity Chosen speci�c tool

Nature of the instruments Direct Rules of maintaining cleanliness and order in the 
community 
�e decision to accrue fees for the treatment and 
disposal of the waste 

Indirect Grant for the replacement of boilers
Grant for asbestos roo�ng exchange

Direction of impact External Educational campaigns
Ecological competitions

Internal Implementation of environmental management 
systems
Optimization of production and waste manage-
ment in the municipality o!ce

Level of management Strategic Environmental protection program
�e study of conditions and directions of spatial 
management 

Operational Decision on the environmental conditions of the 
investment
Decision on building conditions

Source: own elaboration.
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and other municipal units. �ese are activities that can be recognized as good 
practices. �e law does not directly impose any obligation to perform such ac-
tivities, nor are any additional funds assigned for them from the central budget. 
�e type and scope of the activities are each time determined on the initiative 
of local authorities and persons responsible for the management of the o�ce 
(secretaries and directors of individual departments). �e group being discussed 
covers implementations of environmental management systems and integrated 
management systems or activities aimed at minimizing the use of resources, se-
lective collecting the waste or recycling [Giordano 2005]. �ese are widespread 
practices in the Polish local governments. What is interesting is the fact that they 
apply not only to the biggest cities such as Warsaw, Poznań, Kraków or Wrocław2. 
Similar activities being planned on a wide scale are also performed, among oth-
ers, in Dzierżoniów in the Province of Dolnośląskie, in Racibórz or Bielsko-Biała 
[Batko 2009: 93].

An indirect impact is signi�cant alike. �e impact results from the activities 
that are targeted towards the general community of the municipality. Any forms 
of subsidies granted by or through administrative bodies are most popular. �ey 
practically enforce the provisions of strategic documents adopted at the national 
level, e.g. Asbestos Removal Program in Poland for Years 2009-2032 or National 
Program for Municipal Sewage Treatment, and also the documents at the level 
of a  province, county or municipality (e.g. low emission reduction programs, 
municipal rules of maintaining cleanness and order).3 �ey form an e�ective 
system of economic incentives that prefers speci�c behaviours. Under the said 
documents subsidies are granted, for instance, for changing asbestos roo�ng or 
heating sources, and preference rates are applied for those individuals that col-
lect waste selectively or exemption from parking fees is granted for the owners of 
electrically driven cars. As a result, the educational e�ect is indirect, but linked 
with a permanent change in a�itude, e.g. with modernization of heating sources, 
commencement of selective waste collection, proper handling any liquid waste. 

2 For instance, in Poznań four departments of the City Hall (Municipal Management Depart-
ment, Real Estate Management, Environmental Protection Department and Procurement and O�ce 
Service Department) and also Zakład Zagospodarowania Odpadów sp. z  o.o. [Waste Management 
Company Pty] and Municipal Roads Administration hold an environmental protection management 
certi�cate compliant with ISO 14001:2004 and a quality management system certi�cate compliant 
with ISO 9001:2008. �e �rst certi�cation in this area was done in the Poznań City Hall in 2002. �e 
quality management system certi�cate compliant with ISO 9001:2008 was issued for the entire Poznań 
City Hall and 12 other municipal units, e.g. �e Raczyński Library, �e Poznań Centres of Sports 
and Recreation or City Guard of Poznań, cf. h�p://bip.poznan.pl/bip/system-zarzadzania,doc,737/
certy�katy-systemu-zarzadzania,47809.html [9.12.2015].

3 Asbestos Removal Program in Poland for Years 2009-2032 adopted by virtue of Resolution by 
the Council of Ministers on 14 July 2009, amended by Resolution dated 15 March 2010, and National 
Program for Municipal Sewage Treatment – Update 2015 (project).
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�e e�ectiveness of these activities is measurable as opposed to typical educa-
tional activities. 

As regards those in�uences for which the time factor is crucial, long- and 
short-term in�uences can be distinguished. As discussed earlier, they are closely 
related with the management level. Long-term activities are strategic. �ese in-
clude plans, programs, policies and strategies that, directly or indirectly, refer to 
the issues of sustainable development. �e municipal environmental protection 
program and the analysis of conditions for and directions of land development 
are most important in this area. Both of these documents are required by legal 
regulations, but they do not have the e�ect of a local legislation act. �e docu-
ments are strictly related with any type of plans and sector programs such as low 
emission reduction program, sustainable development plan for transport, plan 
of environmental protection against noise, environmental education program or 
others. �ey describe the strategy of local governments in a given area and form 
a  basis for taking operational decisions. O�en, their component is an element 
concerning education in a given area4. As regards a short-term e�ect and opera-
tional nature, any activities within administrative practice can be seen as such. 
�ese activities primarily include issuing administrative decisions. �e decisions 
de�ne e.g. the conditions and methods of completing the investments, including 
any possible impact on the natural environment. An important component of 
the said activities is the evaluation of impact on the environment, according to 
the provisions of the Act on Availability of Information on Environment and Its 
Protection, Participation of Society in Environmental Protection and Evaluation 
of Impact on Environment5. One signi�cant educational advantage is that the 
society can participate in ongoing administrative proceedings and that residents 
must be informed about the condition of the environment to the extent and on 
the terms de�ned by the aforementioned Act. 

5. Conclusion

Activities for ESD can be performed not only through educational centres, but 
also local governments. �e la!er should exert a broad in�uence on the social at-

4 Program of Environmental Protection Against Noise for the Poznań City provided as A!ach-
ment to Resolution No. LX/927/VI/2013 by the Poznań City Council dated 10 December 2013, 
Chapter 5.4.3, or Program of Environmental Protection for the Poznań City for Years 2013-2016 with 
Prospects Until 2020, provided as A!achment No. LX/928/VI/2013 by the Poznań City Council 
dated 10 December 2013, Chapter 3.13.6.

5 Act on Availability of Information on Environment and Its Protection, Participation of Society 
in Environmental Protection and Evaluation of Impact on Environment dated 3 October 2008 (conso-
lidated text Journal of Laws of 2013, item 1235, as later amended).
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titudes and awareness in the area of rules of sustainable development. Apart from 
ful�lling their own tasks in environmental education, local authorities formulate 
strategies, adopt local legal regulations and issue administrative decisions. In the 
majority of cases the educational e�ect is then a by-product which is permanent 
and connected with a change in a�itudes and behaviours. 

Local administration can also a�ect in a special way their own employees in 
the municipality o�ce, city hall and subordinate units: public enterprises, mu-
nicipal companies, educational centres. Implementing environmental manage-
ment systems, optimizing the application of resources at the posts or ful�lling any 
speci�c projects can in real terms ensure appropriate training for such employees. 
�e issues that would need further analysis include the e�ectiveness of the activi-
ties in relation to the condition of the environment within a given area and also 
funding such activities in the context of the results they bring. 
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w Polsce

Streszczenie. Działania edukacyjne są podstawą zrównoważonego rozwoju. Szczególną rolę 
w tym procesie odgrywają jednostki samorządu terytorialnego, a przede wszystkim gminy. Wyko-
nując swoje zadania, bezpośrednio i pośrednio spełniają wymogi edukacji na rzecz zrównoważo-
nego rozwoju. Bezpośredni wpływ przejawia się w działaniach edukacyjnych, promocji i innych 
aktywnościach wpływających na oddziaływanie mieszkańców na środowisko. Działania pośred-
nie wynikają z realizacji zadań w zakresie ochrony środowiska, planowania przestrzennego lub 
inwestycji. Korzystając z tych kanałów, władze na poziomie lokalnym mogą wpływać na miesz-
kańców i inne zainteresowane strony, aby zachęcić ich do pożądanych zachowań, kształtować 
właściwe postawy i promować konkretne wzorce. Głównym celem artykułu jest zwrócenie uwagi 
na rolę administracji publicznej na poziomie lokalnym w zakresie edukacji na rzecz zrównowa-
żonego rozwoju i wskazanie przykładów działań, jakie mogą być podejmowane w tym obszarze.

Słowa kluczowe: edukacja dla zrównoważonego rozwoju, władze lokalne, efektywność, zarzą-
dzanie


