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Learning sustainability 
in an intercultural way – Case ERREC 
The European Union has set the EU 2020 
targets to reduce the amount of greenhouse gas 
emissions by the year 2020 from the reference 
level of 1990. One of the main objectives of 
sustainable development in Russia is reducing 
pollution and the resource and energy intensity 
of products and services. The long-term goals 
of the “green” growth requires implementation 
of environmentally sound, resource saving and 
innovative technologies. 

Sustainability issues are important in every 
country as we hear news of problems caused 
by climate change and depletion of natural 
resources and environmental contamination 
every day. The Earth Overshoot day is taking 
place earlier every year and this year it happened 
already on the 8th of August. It is evident that 
sustainability and resource efficiency are topics 
which require us all to develop. This article will 
tell how a group of universities from Finland, 
Russia and Sweden learned about sustainability 
from each other.

Introduction
During the year 2016, Lahti University of 
Applied Sciences coordinated the ERREC - 
Environmental Responsibility and Resource 
Efficiency of Companies project, which aims 
at starting and strengthening the cooperation 
between Finnish, Russian and Swedish 

universities around the topic of environmental 
sustainability of companies. The activities 
of the project included two workshops with 
companies, an intensive week, guest lectures 
and project meetings.

The partners were interested to join the 
project because of the opportunity to learn 
from each other and develop cooperation with 
their neighboring countries. The partners of 
the project are Lahti University of Applied 
Sciences (Finland), ITMO University (Russia), 
NOvSU University (Russia), University of Gävle 
(Sweden) and Aalto University (Finland). Each 
partner has its own education and research 
profile. This provides a fruitful starting point 
for the cooperation that is important for the 
countries around the Baltic Sea. 

Background 
ideas of education 
and its arrangements
The challenge to overcome global problems 
caused by unsustainable human activities 
requires new collaborative approaches to 
education and learning. Moving from lectures 
to more participatory and activating education, 
where students get opportunities to interact 
not only within the academia but also with 
companies and where they broaden their 
perspectives out of their disciplinary, requires 
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Learning sustainability 
in an intercultural way – Case ERREC 

changes in education. Blended learning is a 
new pedagogical approach which consists of 
a variety of educational methods. It has been 
noticed that traditional classroom lectures often 
do not promote students’ learning as efficiently 
as practical project work and learning tasks 
do. In blended learning contact lectures and 
meetings are typically connected with virtual 
learning and e-platforms, also including the 
use of different tools of social media. The idea 
of “flipped classroom” means that traditional 
lectures can for example be listened to at home 
and contact meetings are reserved for group 
work within projects. 

The pressure to use time and resources 
more efficiently in education also brings new 
viewpoints to the educational methods. More 
independence and activity are needed from 
the students to proceed with their studies 
successfully. The role of the teacher has 
turned into a facilitator of the studies, being 
primarily responsible for the arrangements and 
communication. Getting the students motivated 
and committed to the tasks given to them 
remains a challenge. 

The most relevant competence that 
students need in the future is to understand 
the complexities of the concept “sustainability” 
and to convert the knowledge of education 
for sustainable development (ESD) into 
systemic, anticipatory and critical thinking 
and actions. These skills are a necessity since 
future professionals will be working globally 
with companies to whom sustainability is an 
increasingly important issue on their agenda. 
Universities cannot only offer teaching 
on sustainability through fragmentary, 
single courses, but need to integrate and 
institutionalize sustainability into all activities. 

In addition, we need education on sustainable 
development and for sustainable development 
in society.

Working life cooperation in 
partner universities
During the project it was mutually found out 
that the universities are doing different kinds of 
cooperation with the working life, but also with 
the same kinds of elements. Lahti University of 
Applied Sciences offers education concerning 
resource efficiency, renewable energies and 
urban planning in its Bachelor programme in 
Energy and Environmental Engineering and in 
the Master programme in Urban Sustainability 
(in English). One of the recent focuses of the 
research, development and innovation work 
is circular economy and industrial symbiosis 
systems in the Lahti region. Cooperation with the 
private and public sectors is based on legislative 
duties and has traditionally been implemented 
as working- life-based projects with enterprises 
and municipalities. The cooperation is usually 
carried out as students’ project work, thesis 
work, and apprenticeships. Experience shows 
that the most detailed information and opinions 
are shared when representatives of enterprises 
are communicating with teachers and students 
at the same time.  General discussions in 
separate meetings, like “working life forums” 
or quality meetings arranged on a yearly basis, 
also provide a communication channel between 
the university and the enterprises. 

ITMO University is one of the 100 top 
universities of Russia and is currently working 
on sustainable city development projects, 
with the focus on the implementation of 
environmental innovations in public and private 
companies. ITMO has also a long academic 
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tradition in the food production industry of 
Russia. ITMO concentrates on resource and 
energy efficiency analysis, LCA and LCC as well 
as environmental management and economics 
and cleaner production on the spot. Among the 
important tasks of ITMO University is to provide 
scientific support for the Russian industry’s 
transformation towards lowering material 
and energy intensity and implementation of 
the best available techniques (BAT). BATs 
implementation requires not only technical 
means but should also be complemented 
by new business models, and their special 
characteristics have been considered within the 
ERREC project. The importance of implementing 
the new business models in Russian companies 
is also confirmed by the last edition of the ISO 
14001 international standard, according to 
which environmental performance and social 
aspects are to be manageable within the life 
cycle of products and services.

The University of Gävle (HiG) has 
sustainable development in its vision, mission 
and strategy for education and research and 
also works with them in practice in many 
ways. The University provides experience in 
environmental management and sustainable 
development and their implementation in 
higher education and other organizations. The 
knowledge related to the project also deals with 
resource efficiency, waste management, LCA 
and energy systems. HiG is cooperating with 
companies by integrating paid training periods 
in the curriculum, in a form called “Co-op”, for 
example. Completing a degree through Co-op 
means conducting Bachelor level studies in 
four years instead of three years and obtaining 
valuable working experience along with the 
studies.

The Yaroslav-the-Wise Novgorod State 
University (NovSU), its Institute of Agriculture 
and Natural Resources and specifically the 
Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources focus on the decrease of 
environmental impacts of agricultural and 
industrial manufacturing and food processing 
technologies. Teachers, students and graduates 
of the Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources participate in regional programs on 
sustainable development and management 
of household and industrial waste. Experts of 
the department regularly teach engineers and 
workers of private enterprises on ecological 
safety and environmental protection.

At Aalto University sustainability is an 
integral part of all activities and the aim is to 
integrate responsibility and sustainability as 
a cross-sectional theme to all teaching. Aalto 
is one of the founder universities of the Nordic 
Sustainable Campus Network (NSCN), including 
42 Nordic higher education institutions (HEI). 
Aalto’s School of Engineering (ENG) has always 
had close relationships to industry, not least to 
its aim of educating experts for industry. Most of 
the Master’s thesis are done for companies, and 
joint research projects as well as lectures given 
by company representatives provide additional 
means of collaboration. Environmental 
engineering at Aalto ENG deals with issues 
related to circular economy, resource efficiency 
and sustainability appraisal, the focus being 
on waste management and remediation of 
contaminated environment. The procedures and 
methods to measure and monitor sustainability 
and risk analysis are the key research themes, 
along with the optimization of logistics through 
digitalization and incorporation of sustainability 
in teaching of environmental engineering.
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Experiences 
from the ERREC year
The ERREC project has brought the university 
partners and their students together several 
times during year 2016. The activities in the 
project can be divided into four parts: project 
meetings, guest lectures, two workshops with 
companies, and an intensive week.

The meetings started from the University 
of Gävle, Sweden, in March, followed by a 
workshop in Lahti, Finland, in May, an intensive 
week in St. Petersburg, Russia, in October 
2016 and ending with the last meeting in 
Espoo, Finland, in the end of November. The 
first project meeting was used as a starting 
point, where details of the project were defined 

and preparation of the future activities was 
initiated. The following meetings supported the 
implementation of the project and its goals. The 
meetings were meant for the project staff and 
helped the partners in coordination and getting 
to know each other.

The guest lectures took place along with 
the meetings. The idea of the guest lectures 
was for the visiting partner representatives to 
give lectures on on-going courses of the host 
institution. When the project started it was 
evident that many issues could prevent the 
courses coinciding with the lectures, so the 
lectures were recorded using a web conference 
program, with the intention to use the recordings 
in blended learning carried out by the partners. 

Figure 1. Olga Sergienko from ITMO University holding her guest lecture to students 
of Lahti University of Applied Sciences in May 2016. (photo Ksenia Donchenko)
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For the first workshop organized in 
Lahti, students from partner universities 
were invited to participate and prepare a 
pre-assignment dealing with the company 
perspective to sustainability. Master’s students 
from Gävle, Lahti and St Petersburg also had 
presentations dealing with different challenges 
in environmental issues, for example harmful 
materials and their reusability or recycling. The 
workshop was arranged as a side event of the 
“Smart Cities in Smart Regions” conference, 
which took place in Lahti at the same time. 
Local enterprises were invited to participate in 
the workshop. 

The second workshop was organized as 
a part of the intensive week hosted by ITMO 
University in St Petersburg. Students from Lahti, 
Aalto, Gävle and Velikyi Novgorod participated 
in this event. The workshop attracted more 

company representatives, invited by ITMO, 
than the one organized in Lahti. The workshop 
concentrated on possible means to improve the 
companies’ resource efficiency in production. 
Within the short time for cooperation, the 
processes and products were introduced and 
their environmental impacts were discussed 
with representatives of local enterprises 
“Coca Cola HBC Eurasia”, “Passazhiravtotrans” 
company (municipal bus transportation), 
JSC “Nordena” (food additives) and “Baltika” 
Brewery.

To serve the purpose of a company-oriented 
approach, the students had been given a pre-
assignment before the intensive week that 
addressed the resource-efficiency issues 
in the specific industry of the participating 
Russian companies. During the intensive 
week, the students presented their results 

Figures 2 and 3. Enthusiastic discussions and ideas in the workshop at Lahti in May 2016. 
(photos Päivi Kärnä, Ksenia Donchenko)
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Figure 4. The workshop in St. Petersburg involved company representatives as well as 
students from all the partner universities. (photo ITMO University)

of the pre-assignment tasks and formed 
multicultural groups that developed ideas for 
increasing resource-efficiency in these specific 
companies. 

The intensive week also included several 
guest lectures given by the representatives 
of the partner universities and a one-day visit 

to Velikyi Novgorod. This visit was hosted by 
NOvSU, whose representatives also gave some 
presentations of the topics that are in the focus 
at their university. The rich cultural life of St. 
Petersburg was also introduced to the visitors 
by the host from ITMO university. 
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Figures 5 and 6. The one-day visit to Velikyi Novgorod hosted by NOvSU included lectures as 
well as a cultural program. (photos Lauri Luukkonen and Maija Vilpanen)

Results 
The year 2016 has brought lots of experiences 
about intercultural cooperation within the 
coalition of ERREC partners. The topics of the 
lectures given along with project meetings have 
highlighted the resource efficiency subjects 
that are important for the partners and the 
education they offer at their institutions. It has 
been encouraging to find out that the feeling 
about the common interests and goals has been 
shared by all partners. 

Intensive periods have also shown that 
intercultural cooperation with students and 
local enterprises is important. Shorter exchange 
periods, such as intensive weeks, provide 
several students with a possibility of learning 
in a multinational and –cultural environment 
and cultural experiences. The intensive weeks 
in general have had an important role in 
encouraging the students to join also long-term 
exchange activities lasting more than three 
months. The workshop in St. Petersburg already 
led into inquiries of student trainees in the 
participating companies.



69

Figure 7. The intensive week proved to bring new knowledge and ideas to all participants. (photo ITMO University)
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