
 

In the 1990s, a motor manufacturer displayed the following on the wall of all its offices 

and plants ‘Learning is the most natural human condition.‘ It was there to suggest to all 

its employees that continuous learning is the only way for a company, a community, an 

individual to cope with a world of rapid change. 

The same is true of cities. This discussion document explains why every city must become 

a viable, vibrant and vigorous ‘learning city’ in order to progress economically, socially 

and environmentally. Cities are the powerhouses of the future. John Eger, adviser to two 

US Presidents, wrote ‘we are witnessing a rebirth of an age-old concept of the "city-state" 

or more precisely, the "region-state." These new quasi-governmental entities, like the 

ancient city-states of Athens, Sparta and Rome, have the power -- some would call it 

innate sovereignty -- to control their future in this new world order....’  

Cities are also complex organisms. They can make a real qualitative difference to their 

own destinies and, more recently because of the effects of climate change, to that of our 

only planetary habitat. But to do that they have to understand that ‘learning’ is a key 

dynamic pervading every aspect of city development. A sustainable transformation of 

institutions, organisations, activities and ultimately of citizens is a necessary response to 

the urgent challenges affecting cities, nations and the planet in the 21st century.  1 
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Dimension 1 highlights change. These some of the issues which did not exercise the minds 
of city administrators less than 70 years ago. The increasingly rapid pace of change, the 
rise of the welfare state, globalisation, the movement of populations, the increasing 
fragility of global ecosystems, climate change, the need for lifelong learning for all, and 
much more, have increased the complexity of the civic scene beyond recognition.  
 
City leaders are now responsible for finding solutions to issues that affect the whole 
planet as well as the day to day concerns of services, citizens and institutions within the 
city. Such complexity is compounded by the fluctuating unknowns of global finance, skills 
needs, terrorist activity, political instability and the response to growing world poverty.   
 
Continuing Professional Development in city administrations used to be a necessity for a 
few technicians, managers and leaders.  The development of local authorities into 
learning organisations means that it is now embedded into the continuous learning of all 
employees in many cities, just as it is many large companies as a component of quality.     
 
Most of these topics are now included in many city policies, strategies and plans and 
therefore can be included in a measuring and monitoring system to verify their 
effectiveness. Whether or not it gives itself the title of ‘learning city’, learning for all is 
undoubtedly a major component in a city’s development.  
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Dimension 1 – Changing Responsibilities 



 
Some cities are responding to the challenges by selecting and addressing an issue that 
seems to them to be of major importance. A simple trawl of the internet will find 
references to creative cities, resilient cities, transition towns, green cities, healthy cities, 
smart cities, slow cities, liveable cities, cities of opportunity, cities for poverty reduction 
and sustainable development, Cool Cities, Sustainable cities , Educating Cities, Energy 
Cities, Future Cities, Culture Cities, adaptive cities, sanctuary cities, heritage cities, sport 
cities and more than 20 more. Each of them belong to intra-continental or global 
networks and each of them have developed strategies and plans to develop further within 
the sectors they have chosen to represent. Such a plethora of city types suggests an 
approach by individuals and/or pressure groups which may have influenced city leaders to 
focus on one or other particular aspect of development. This is no bad thing, but it has 
also served to fragment the field somewhat, since it is desirable that all cities will 
eventually need to address all these topics in order to become a true city of sustainable 
opportunities – a learning city.  
 
What unites all of them is the incidence and primacy of ‘learning’ in their journey to 
success.  This is why we use that term as an umbrella for all and why we suggest that a 
true learning city will, in the fullness of time, incorporate all these descriptors and more. 
It is also why we believe that the process of becoming a learning city is a long one, taking 
many years of development, and therefore, unfortunately, often at the mercy of 
opportunist politicians or parties with limited vision or a personal agenda.  
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In general city activities are encapsulated within three major focuses  
 

–  the Economic, in which the city’s future is tied to continuous growth, and/or 
change, in order to create wealth and provide a constant supply of employment 
opportunities for citizens 

 

- the Environmental, which requires growth and everything else that happens within 
the city to be sustainable and which addresses planetary, as well as local, concerns 
in the interests of developing a clean environment 

 

-  and the Social, which deals with the physical and mental development and welfare 
of people and organisations, and the change issues that affect modern cities in 
constant transition 

 

All of the topics shown in this diagram, and more, are the traditional concerns of 
developed world cities for which policies and strategies, some of them more effective 
than others, exist. Many of them are the normal business of every city, learning or not.  
Many are issues that impinge greatly on the city’s social, economic and environmental 
future, and it is from these a city can develop indicators that will help the city measure 
its commitment and responsiveness to renewal so that it can meet the future with 
confidence. But of course, in many cities, some topics are the object of greater focus 
than others. Particularly in times of austerity those in the blue circle tend to take 
precedence.  
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But of course it is not quite so simple as that. Many of the issues transcend the simple 
boundaries of the separated model. Learning City management is now a holistic business.  
 

Growth for example, while ostensibly an economic requirement, takes on an 
environmental mantle with the requirement for it to be sustainable or related to green 
development, and a social one when it is linked to the need for a skilled and well-
educated population using the technology of the day. Thus the creation of a city’s 
economic development strategy will include experts from all three areas, and the 
educational requirement for technologists, managers, accountants, business leaders, 
social scientists and, above all, politicians who will take the final decision, might better 
favour a broad knowledge of all the parameters involved rather than narrow specialist 
expertise.    
 

Similarly the maximisation of resources is economic when applied to industrial policy, 
environmental in energy and urban development and predominantly social when 
intellectual, human, cultural and community capital is being mobilised. Everything shown 
on this slide is inter-related, interactive, inter-connected, and the awareness of these 
inter-relationships, and the development of strategies to deal with them, is one indicator 
of a learning city.   
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The third dimension of a Learning City includes the extent to which schools, higher and 
further education, business and industry, community centres, the local authority etc 
become active stakeholders in learning city development. This is important because these 
are precisely the organisations which will benefit from the creation of a learning city, 
though those benefits will not accrue without effort on their part.  
 

This diagram shows the major educational stakeholders in a learning city. The 
contribution they can make are many and various, each stakeholder having the possibility 
of making an inventory of those contributions – from staff, students, managers and 
administrators alike. The Limerick Declaration, referenced at the end of this presentation, 
lists a number of potential contributions that schools, industry, universities and the local 
authority can make to the building of a learning city, though the impetus should ideally 
come from people in the institutions themselves. They would become learning 
organisations frequently measuring their own development performance and also  
including their contribution to the outside world in the city. In 2004 the European 
Commission’s R3L project created ‘Stakeholder Audits’, tools to enable schools, local 
authorities, universities, adult education and SMEs to learn how to become learning 
organisations in a learning city. They are available, with many other tools, from 
http://eurolocal.info           6 

http://eurolocal.info/


 
 
But of course educational organisations are not the only stakeholders in a city’s future. 
Many others have their own part to play. And not only organisations. People from all 
walks of life can, and often do, make their own contribution to learning city development. 
This diagram shows a few examples of both, some of them contributors to and others 
receivers of the available goodwill.  
 
The key drivers are effective communication and mobilisation – communication to 
motivate organisations, communities and citizens to understand what, why and how they 
can contribute, mobilisation to make it happen. This may require a formal system, as in 
Brisbane (volunteering Queensland), to connect talents, skills, experiences and 
knowledge with the opportunities to make use of them.  Or it can be a much more ad hoc 
process relying on word of mouth.  
 
Media organisations are particularly interesting in this scenarion. They wield considerable 
influence on the minds and actions of people, and can play an important part in creating a 
positive image of a city that people and organisations want to support.   
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Theses are the ways by which stakeholders can make their own positive mark on the city’s 
future. Each component on the list can give rise to a set of indicators describing what and 
how organisations and people can contribute. Consultation for example can take place at 
several levels as shown in the diagram below  

The Consultation Ladder 

Processes     Citizens as 

 

          EMPOWERMENT    DECIDERS/MANAGERS 

IMPLEMENTING 

    PARTICIPATION       IMPLEMENTERS 

 

MOTIVATION    LEARNERS 

 

CONSULTING 

ENGAGEMENT    PARTNERS 

 

DISCUSSION       CONFIDANTS 

INFORMING 

INFORMATION     SUBSCRIBERS 

PROVISION 

 
Equally, partnerships can be between a variety of stakeholders and cover a variety of 
topics. Those which benefit both partners and involve a large number of people in 
cooperative activities are the most valuable. Engaged people become people committed 
to the development of a city’s future.           8



  

 
 

Dimension 4 provides another raison d’être for the GLCN.  It covers the possibility of 
linking stakeholders in Learning Cities globally so that network cities can learn from 
others in every continent. Such partnerships can be bi-lateral or multilateral between a 
variety of partners.  
 

 School to school to open up the minds and understanding of young people 
 University to University in joint research and teaching to help communities grow 
 College to College to allow adults of all ages to make contact with each other 
 Business to business to develop trade and commerce 
 Hospital to hospital to exchange knowledge, techniques and people 
 City Administration to City Administration to exchange knowledge on governance 
 Person to person to break down the stereotypes and build an awareness of other 

cultures, creeds and customs 
 

They can lead to trade links, expertise and/or people exchanges, joint research and 
development projects, educational programmes at all levels and promote greater 
understanding, new ideas, tolerance and peace. A more ambitious idea is that of ‘city-
links’ in which a wider range of cities and stakeholders participate across continents, as 
shown in the diagram.  The city names on the diagram are taken at random. Although 
there is one which would seem to benefit the most economically from such a grouping, in 
fact, every city would gain culturally, socially, and educationally. The European 
Commission’s PALLACE project, which in 2005 linked learning cities in 4 continents, 
provides a useful model for activity in this area. 
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Dimension 4- Purpose 
Linking 21st Century Learning Cities 



  
Dimension 5 concerns the way in which the city organises its learning city activity and 
devolves responsibilities to administrative districts, communities and even down to street 
level. The latter has been implemented in very few places but the reach of many budding 
Asian cities, especially in China and South Korea, extends the operational capability 
downwards to the community level and eventually to street. In some mega-cities this is 
an obvious necessity since a top-down administration of the learning city would be 
impracticable. An administrative district in Beijing for example contains almost a million 
people and can, in its own right, fulfil the responsibilities of a city authority.  
 
Cities and sub-districts have different but over-lapping roles as the diagram above shows. 
The City Administration is responsible for policies and strategies and providing the means 
- finance, sponsorship, website, support, overall management. It will act as an enabling 
authority for international projects, lifelong learning, stakeholder involvement and media 
support as well as defining quality guidelines and carrying out research and monitoring 
tasks.  
 
At Community or neighbourhood level the focus is much more on local capability, 
providing the meeting places and enthusing people and organisation to contribute their 
talents, skills and experience in the service of the learning community. Such divisions of 
responsibility differ from city to city.  
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PRIVATE AND PUBLIC STAKEHOLDERS AS LEARNING ORGANISATIONS 

 
THE CITY AS A LEARNING ORGANISATION 
 
CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
INTERNAL INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION AND THE MEDIA 
 
MARKETING THE LEARNING CITY - EXTERNAL COMMUNICATION TO POTENTIAL 
‘CUSTOMERS’ AND INWARD INVESTORS 
 
ACTIVE PARTICIPATION OF CITIZENS AND ORGANISATIONS 
 
MAXIMISATION OF HUMAN AND OTHER RESOURCES 
 
CONSULTATION AND EMPOWERMENT OF CITIZENS 
 
SUSTAINABILITY IN ALL ASPECTS 
 
LOCAL, NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS 
 
POLITICAL WILL AND COMMITMENT 
 
GOOD GOVERNANCE 
 
EMPLOYABILITY, LABOUR MARKET SKILLS AND CONTINUED EMPLOYMENT 
 
WIDER ACCESS TO LEARNING 
 
INNOVATION AND CREATIVITY 
 
FINANCIAL MATTERS 
 
HERITAGE AND CULTURE 
 
HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 
 
CULTURAL AND ETHNIC DIFFERENCES etc 

SOME OTHER LEARNING CITY ISSUES 



 
 

 
 
The following are 3 key rationales for the creation of a learning city based upon many of 
the issues described in previous pages. They mirror the three city focuses of Economic, 
Social and Environmental. 
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1.  Individual Empowerment and Social Cohesion 

A Learning City will devise strategies that provide 
citizens with the tools and competences to become 
adaptable and flexible, versatile and entrepreneurial 
while, at the same time, making provisions for the 
mentally, physically and financially disadvantaged   

Three Key rationales for Creating a Learning City  

Learning City Criteria 

2. Cultural and Economic Prosperity 
 

A Learning City will maximise its own human, 
intellectual, cultural, geographical, community and 
industrial potential, and devise innovative plans to 
increase the employability of its citizens through 
training, re-training and lifelong learning   

3. Sustainable Development 
 

A Learning City will respect the environmental 
changes that are taking place world-wide and ensure 
that development does not permanently deplete the 
earth’s resources. It will also respect the citizens’ 
needs for clean, pollution-free open spaces to live, 
play and work. 
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Dimension 6 – Learning City Criteria 

Six Key Building Blocks of a Learning City  

1. Improved Schooling to Tertiary Level  
 

This would entail innovative strategies that use lifelong 
learning concepts to transform schools into vibrant,  
creative and contributory institutions whose students 
develop positive values and attitudes and acquire skills, 
knowledge and understanding in their journey from pre-
school towards tertiary education.  

2. Better Adult and Community Learning  
 

This would entail strategies to expand adult learning into 
families and the community, including intergenerational 
learning, adult literacy, second chance opportunities 
personal and family learning plans and the provision of 
community centres delivering learning where, when and 
how citizens want it     

3. Employability, Skills and Continued Employment  
 

This would mean using a variety of learning initiatives to 
provide the 21st century skills and competencies needed 
for present and future workplaces, and ensuring that 
employment continues to grow and flourish 
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4. Modern Learning Tools and Techniques .  

This will entail using all the innovative lifelong learning 
tools and techniques including the internet, e-learning, 
audits, self-generated learning, personal learning plans 
and materials, ICT, distance learning, multimedia etc 

Dimension 7 – Learning City Criteria 

Six Key Building Blocks of a Learning City (contd) 

5. Enhanced Quality and Excellence in Learning 
(City) Development  
 

This will cover continuing professional development for, 
inter alia, teachers and administrators, learning through 
local and international partnerships, and the 
development of learning organisations 
 

6. A vibrant lifelong learning culture 
 

Creating a city where learning is frequently celebrated 
and rewarded, learning festivals and consultation 
methods motivate citizens to learn from and with each 
other and play an active part in the city’s future, and 
where health and well-being is vastly increased   
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Dimension 6 – Learning City Criteria 
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Three Key Prerequisitesof a Learning City  

Dimension 7 – Learning City Criteria 

1. Vision, Political Will and Commitment 
 

The enthusiastic backing and vision of city leaders and 
the provision of resources to establish the learning city as 
a constructive way of creating a positive, stable and 
prosperous future  

2. Good Governance and participation of all 
stakeholders 
 
The design, development and delivery of creative 
learning strategies and policies that will pervade every 
aspect of city life and enthuse stakeholders to contribute 

3. Mobilisation and Utilisation of All Resources 
and Potentials 
 

The identification and activation of human, intellectual, 
cultural, community, geographical, financial and natural 
resources available to the city  
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Advantages of joining the UNESCO Global Learning Cities Network 
 

1. The opportunity to exchange ideas, knowledge, experience and practice with other 
cities around the world in the fellowhip of the network 
 
2. Access to UNESCO experts and expertise, libraries, etc 
 
3. The opportunity to bid for the kitemark standard of ‘UNESCO Global Learning City’ with 
all that means for 
 Inward investment 
 Prestige and recognition 
 Growth and prosperity 
 Tourism  

 
4. The opportunity to kick-start initiatives that will greatly improve city performance 
 
5. Access to measuring and monitoring indices that will set the city on the path to 
sustainable growth and social improvement 
 
6. The opportunity to update knowledge and practice at UNESCO Learning City seminars 
and Conferences around the world 
 
7. Access to sources of learning city tools, learning materials and other resources that will 
assist learnig city development 
 
8. A common purpose with other world cities in every continent.     
 
9. The opportunity to make a contribution to the sustainability of both your city and our 
planet.  
 
 
     


