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FOREWORD
Professor Goolam Mohamedbhai
Former Secretary-General, Association of African Universities (2008–2010)
Past President, International Association of Universities (2004–2008)

In the mid-1960s, when I was studying civil engineering in the UK, the emphasis of our curriculum
was basically on how engineers can use nature’s resources and how they can develop technologies for
using them for the benefit of mankind. That was before the 1970s oil crisis, before we were aware of
the scale of the ozone or greenhouse issues, and at a time when materials and other resources seemed
infinite in supply. The term ‘sustainable development’ had not yet been coined – that was to come two
decades later with the Brundtland Commission’s report Our Common Future.
There is, today, no question that the engineer’s work directly affects the environment, whether
locally, regionally or globally. Almost every civil engineering activity – from building a dam, to
managing traffic in a city, to offshore oil drilling – can be shown to have a direct impact on sustainable
development. The civil engineers of today must therefore be made aware of the major challenges facing
the world: water scarcity, pollution, depleting resources, increasing population, climate change etc. In
designing and implementing their projects, they must be conscious of and be able to assess the
environmental, social and economic impact of their work. They must think long-term and consider
the local, regional and global effects of their activities. It is therefore imperative that all these aspects be
reflected in the curricula of today.
But promoting sustainable development needs more than just changing the curricula. It requires
adopting a multi-disciplinary and holistic approach, encouraging teamwork, promoting creativity and
innovation, and developing critical and systems thinking in students. This is perhaps where the real
challenges lie. The departmental structure of most institutions is hardly conducive to encouraging an
inter- or intra-disciplinary approach, and the teaching staff themselves have not been exposed to such
an approach. In many institutions students are still ‘taught’ by transmitting facts rather than encouraged
to ‘learn’ though inquisitiveness, understanding and analysis.
Higher education institutions are, however, gradually responding to change. Some countries and
regions have made greater progress than others. In some cases the adoption of a regional approach is
bringing about positive results. In Africa, for example, the United Nations Environmental Programme
(UNEP) has launched Mainstreaming Environment and Sustainability in African Universities
Partnership (MESA), a project that aims at embedding sustainability in all curricula, research and
community engagement activities of universities, and in which the Association of African Universities
is a partner. Sharing experiences and learning from successful practices are crucial for promoting
sustainable development in higher education across the world.
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In that context, this publication makes an important contribution. The synthesis of the elements that
might help departments to strategically engage in curriculum renewal – for their own viability and in
capacity-building the professions to address our 21st-century challenges – is most relevant. In addition
to further exploring the problems and challenges that we face, the authors have also provided a sense
of optimism by highlighting the best of what is happening internationally, and providing educators with
tools that can be used immediately.
Furthermore, the authors’ presentation of the framework in this book will help educators to put
these materials into context, sharing resources that will avoid reinventing the wheel, but which must
be proactively and strategically used with an end-goal in mind, rather than as an ad hoc or reactive
approach to dealing with accreditation requirements. Used strategically, this publication can be an
important guide in reducing the cost and risk of such a transition, which is of particular significance to
our colleagues in African higher education institutions.
I look forward to sharing this publication with my African and international colleagues, as we move
forward in mainstreaming sustainable development in the higher education sector.

