Good Practice in RCEs

Establishing a new RCE (Challenges and Opportunities)

Introduction
The London RCE was acknowledged by the UNU in 2009 and at that time was the only European capital city to have an RCE.  The original application set out the long term credentials and vision of key proponents of ESD in London going back to the first Masters Degree programme in ESD offered by London South Bank University in 1994. A great amount of effort, consultation with potential stakeholders and supporters of the RCE movement was built into a programme leading up to the acknowledgement by the UNU and once some financial underpinning was found the intention was to develop from the foundations set by the original founders. The LRCE is based at London South Bank University.
Being located in London is a wonderful opportunity and challenge. As a global mega city the capital is host to a large and eclectic range of organisations and groups that acknowledge and indeed, incorporate ESD principles in to their ethos and practical expression.  Some organisations can show impacts of ESD in their work but may not have heard of ESD and its body of expertise, as understood by the RCE movement. Our ‘job’ is to communicate the existence of the RCE network as widely as possible and foster supportive relationships.  Our London location benefits our role in hosting some of these networks but profiling the LRCE amongst all London’s complexity is not without difficulty.  It is hoped that some of the experiences we have had in London in this formative year will inform and assist other RCEs as they set up, whilst being aware that London is a very specific place with, perhaps, some unique challenges for an RCE.
This paper sets out some reflections by the current Director of LRCE following a year of financial sponsorship by London South Bank University. The paper traces the priorities and activities undertaken by LRCE, the opportunities won and lost and briefly critically assesses progress towards future development.  

Planning and Implementation

The key decision at the beginning of September 2010 was to work with our founding Partners to establish their priorities for the RCE.   
Governance

The first priority was to develop the governance and membership arrangements of the LRCE so that new people interested in becoming Partners or just being aware of our existence could see how the LRCE was governed and managed.  This entailed moving from a fairly informal structure to one with more definition.  The RCE ‘Partners’ consisted of, in the main, those organisations that helped set it up in the first place.  This group agreed the following structure:

LRCE Advisory Council - comprising key educational specialists

LRCE Partners – The accountable and strategic body responsible for the direction of the LRCE

The LRCE members – those organisations and individuals who wish to be associated with the LRCE (including LRCE projects)
The purpose of this change was to enable a smaller ‘management ‘ group  from the original partners to meet around progress and help set direction for the LRCE but also to wide participation to other organisations a individuals who wanted to be associated with LRCE.  This approach was adopted.   

Business plan
As London South Bank University was funding the LRCE there was a requirement internal to the university that a business plan be written that outlined priorities and alterative sources of projected income. Although the plan was straightforward to produce, most RCEs will appreciate that projected income is difficult to predict with any degree of certainty.  The business plan included a section of ‘membership’ fee income. This concept had be discussed and rejected by the Partners at an earlier date and although included in the business plan we were not at all confident of this income materialising.  Rather, we were looking at larger intuitional underpinning for the future and are currently approaching a number of London based universities to part fund the LRCE for a further year.  This approach to other universities is being ‘championed ‘by Pro Vice Chancellors in two partner universities.      

Widening the LRCE project base

The LRCE already had three flagship projects at the time of UNU acknowledgment, which are ongoing. All three ‘flagship’ projects were clearly educationally based and involved educators in the traditional sense, although placed based learning was conceived as a project that worked across professional and community boundaries.  The decision was taken by the Director and endorsed by the partners that there was a need to promote ESD more widely with a focus on the business community networks and community development networks. In the UK these two networks are distinct but do have some overlap, for example, larger businesses often create ‘corporate social responsibility’ teams that organise staff to volunteer to work with community based organisations e.g. charities.  Two seminar based meeting are envisaged with agendas already derived from meetings with the business and community development groups.  The principle here was to listen to these organisations’ leaders and reinterpret their agenda to allow ESD principles to contribute solutions to real organisational needs. 
The LRCE has a fortunate current context. The Olympic Games are 2012 are a key focus of interest for many people in London.  Working with partners who are already involved in the long term sustainability issues associated with Olympic legacy, the LRCE is setting up an initiative to ensure that existing community based organisations concerned with history, heritage, the natural world and the environment can inform the new communities who will live in the Olympic Park after the games. Our role is primarily one of a catalyst for others develop longer term programmes based on ESD for these new communities. 
The LRCE has already given a presentation to the Olympic Legacy Company so we are building on these links.
Communications
A website was developed for the LRCE by the good work of an intern with the skills to design and keep a website up to date.  This has been a very important tool for the credentials of the LRCE to be seen and perused by new contacts.  We had a very small amount of publicity produced in the year but we have learnt that a specific budget for communications and publicity is central to RCE development.  Throughout the year the Director concentrated on meeting people and organisations in London to introduce the RCE movement to them and discuss the types of linkage with the LRCE that might benefit them.  The acknowledgement of the LRCE  by the UNU as part of the UN structure is of interest to all those approached.  Translating that interest into practical linkages and possible partnerships need time to develop.  Organisations in London, as in the UK as a whole are undergoing changing priorities and many are experiencing various forms of insecurity. This is the case for both the private and public sectors.  Therefore the challenge has been to identify some tangible benefits to them in applying ESD principles, usually with outcomes that demonstrate better organisational capacity or increased business development. 
Outcomes and Evaluation of the Initiative

This paper does not set out to evaluate the LRCE individual projects but rather offers a cautious evaluation overview of the progress in one year in establishing the RCE.

As in all valid evaluations criteria must be set so keeping things simple this evaluation is made against,

· Sustainability of the LRCE
· Impact of the LRCE

Sustainability of the LRCE
Whilst the LRCE has a funding ‘gap’ in terms of a salary and general budget for travel/communications and marketing, all the key people are still committed to developing new projects and sustaining existing projects. These existing projects have their own funding sources. New developments of the RCE will each have to produce their own income to sustain their administration but the commitment from LRCE Partners remains real and enthusiastic and essential.  We see no reason to cut back on promoting initiatives and indeed a confident LRCE will attract more funding as it is seen as a real contributor to the needs of London and Londoners in relation to ESD.

Impact of the LRCE  
Many people and organisations in London are now aware that they have an RCE and are part of the global network. Of course, set against the size of the city, we have much more to do.  Our impact this last year can be measured by three realities:

1. Our links with the 2012 Olympics which will be relevant for a number of years to come and this has brought us into contact with a wide range of statutory and community based organisations
2. More universities, organisations and interested individuals in London are aware that we exist. This has been through a series of high level meetings and one major free promotional lecture where over 100 people attended.  We are looking to build on these links
3. There is more awareness within Partner universities and other education institutions that ESD has become an essential component of the organizational boni fides that that students use to evaluate where they wish to study and that the LRCE is associated with this change of attitudes.  
Summary
As in all evaluations, we hope to use the lessons learnt to improve future activity.  What is clear is that establishing a new RCE, even in a prosperous city like London, takes time and commitment before impacts can be judged as significant and are embedded. 
The key to growth is having ‘enough’ in financial terms but not to create a bureaucracy once the basic governance arrangements are set. There are some basic ‘must haves’.  In order to maintain inspiration a RCE must have a travel budget to see others in the Global network and a communications and marketing budget to maintain profile, perhaps especially in a large city like London.  The challenge is to ‘stay in the race’ and maintain enough presence and profile for organisations and groups to know that the RCE exists and can assist in developing material, provide contacts and offer expertise to those looking for change in their business , organisational practice through ESD.  Projects that emanate from these contacts and networks are the visible proof of ESD in action.  Providing a forum for discussion and   debate and sharing in the efforts of others who are committed to ESD in action provides the RCE with a valid role a constant source of information of opportunities that contribute to the development of a sustainable London.    
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