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UNESCO defines Learning City as a city that: 

1. Effectively mobilises its resources in every sector to promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all; 

2. Revitalise learning in families and communities 

3. Facilitates learning for and in the workplace 

4. Extends the use of modern learning technologies 

5. Enhances quality and excellence in learning, and  

6. Fosters a culture of learning throughout life 

 

Thus a Learning City should enhance individual empowerment and social 

inclusion, economic development and cultural prosperity and sustainable 

development. 

 

The aim of a Learning City is to place people or communities in the heart of 

learning. The key is where all forms of learning are valued towards improving 

social, civic, economic and personal elements of urban living. Providing lifelong 

learning opportunities will enable higher wellbeing and better quality of life for 

citizens. Such lifelong learning will ensure in knowledge, core competencies and 

skills.  

 

Recognising the significance of lifelong learning under the learning city rubric 

provides space for an equal, just and inclusive society. Such a concept of 

learning derives its relevance from the EU definition of a learning city, as “all 

learning activity undertaken throughout life with the aim of improving knowledge, 

skills and competence within a personal, civic, social and/or employment related 

perspective”. Learning in a sense fosters and promotes a sense of civic oneness, 

of belonging as citizens, and secures social cohesion in the city. Therefore a 

learning city is for all citizens, of all ages and from all social, religious and 

political backgrounds. Such a learning enables expanded opportunities for the 

citizens in the city. In other words, it will help to increase life chances and 

opportunities for all. Becoming a city of learning is dependent on the key 

infrastructure and policies in place for making the city a place for all, without 

prejudice or privileges.  
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Learning as a tool will help towards fostering citizen’s confidence, resilience to 

face economic upheavals, maximizing labour market opportunities and a sense 

of belonging. The key aim of this initiative will be to identify the wide range of 

programs and activities being undertaken in the city towards enhancing the 

learning opportunities for the citizens and thereby present the collective impact 

across the city. A targeted and a collaborative approach towards delivering 

lifelong learning opportunities is the key towards achieving the Learning City 

status.  

 

Key areas for securing a City of Learning status are: 

1. To developing a strategic framework for lifelong learning  

2. To endorse a Learning Charter for the City, and thereby  

3. To identify the key barriers towards achieving the goals.  

 

Thus a lifelong learning approach requires that we value all form of learning 

thereby creating a learning culture for all. This can come about as long as there 

is access to learning opportunities in the city, which is open to all irrespective of 

class, gender, ethnicity or religion. In other words, it is inclusive in its agenda and 

is resourced by the City managers. This approach will enable the strengthening 

of emotional resilience among the citizens. There are 4 cities in the UK and 

Ireland that are members of the Global Network of learning Cities. These are 

Cork, Swansea, Bristol and Limerick and now Belfast.  
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The European Commission (1996) defines Life Long Learning or LLL as, 

“… All learning activity undertaken throughout life with the aim of 

improving knowledge, skills and competence within a personal, civic, 

social and or employment related perspective”. 
 

This definition implies: 

• Acquiring and updating all kinds of abilities, interests, knowledge and 

qualifications 

• Valuing all forms of learning 

• Partnership working 

• Insight into demands for learning  

• Adequate resourcing  

• Facilitating access to learning opportunities 

• Creating a learning Culture 

• Striving for excellence 

 

This was to ensure availability of learning provisions throughout one’s life. This 

includes children and young people, adults and older people, including 

pensioners.  
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A Lifelong Learning agenda had two main Pillars: Skills Agenda and Learning 

for Social Inclusion. What we observe is that as time went by the second pillar 

became rather tokenistic because the emphasis shifted towards the needs of the 

economy. The downside is that this meant it is now played out as a zero sum 

game, where success of the skills agenda seems to be predicated on the 

withdrawal of support for all other forms of adult and lifelong learning 

opportunities.  

 

 

 

 

Belfast: A Case 

 

 

 
 

 

Belfast with its history of Troubles and Violence since the 1970s had to bear a 

legacy of disrupted development. This created a divided city between the 

minority Catholics and majority Protestants. The divide was between the 

Nationalists-Republicans or Catholics and the Unionists or Loyalists to the 

Crown. This as we now know has become a bone of contention as we move 

painfully towards the ‘no-deal Brexit’ on the 31 October.  
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The Good Friday Agreement which came into force in 1998 saw the 

establishment of a Belfast Partnership Board which focused on bringing the 

divided community towards a common platform to ensure that future 

development and governance strategy and policy ensured space for shared 

prosperity. This was easier said than done, given the intractable historical legacy 

of the Troubles.  

 

The mandate was to help reduce inequalities, improve economic wellbeing and 

foster good health outcomes in the City of Belfast. The Belfast Strategic 

Partnership Board (BSPB) was set up to address these issues. This BSPB 

became a Framework of Action with a wide range of stakeholders. It was led by 

the Belfast City Council, Public Health Agency, Belfast Health and Social Care 

Trust and divided as North, South, East and West Belfast. In order to strengthen 

this framework, I set up the Young Civic Leaders of Northern Ireland with 

students from Queen’s in 2015. In 2017, my own membership of the South 

Belfast Partnership Board helped bring the voices of the Youth to the forefront of 

discussions around Local Development Plans for the City.  
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Based on the assessment post the Good Friday Peace agreement, the key areas 

of focus have been: 

• Lifelong Learning for those whose education was disrupted due to the 

protracted Troubles. 

• Mental Health and Emotional Wellbeing 

• Alcohol and Drugs 

• Early Years and Early Interventions 

• Regeneration & Healthy Urban Environments 

 

Belfast was declared a Learning City in 2015, and announced a Learning 
Charter as a way forward. The focus was to place the People of Belfast at the 

heart of learning. It is a city where learning is promoted in all its forms and 

promoted as a force for improved personal, social, civic and economic change in 

the city. All people in Belfast have equal access to lifelong learning opportunities, 

creating conditions for a better quality of life for everyone in the city.  

 

Lifelong Learning Priority recognises the connections between educational 

attainment/learning opportunities, and life inequalities. It acknowledges the 

significant role of schools in education; however it also recognises the extent of 

family community and environmental influence on the lifelong learning of the 

citizens; particularly in areas with the lowest levels of achievement. It also 

encourages the integration of health priorities, education and learning 

 

This called for incorporation of voluntary, community and statutory organisations 

providing lifelong learning services and support in the Belfast area. This also 

included target groups, clients including differential age groups: 

• Thus creating a learning culture for the city of Belfast meant recognising 

and valuing all forms of learning opportunities. 

• Developing an inclusive, innovative and strategic approach to LLL 

through partnership working which maximises the reach and impact of all 

available resources. 

• Promoting collaborative working between key stakeholders that ensures 

equality of access to lifelong learning opportunities and informs 

excellence in the design and development of lifelong learning provisions. 

• Realigning current and future skills with Northern Ireland’s economic 

needs. 
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Thus lifelong learning can transform cities and citizens in many ways. Cities with 

a strong learning imperative have proven to be more successful in economic, 

social and cultural terms. Learning helps to harness and foster a stronger sense 

of belonging for citizens in the city and builds strong community cohesion.  It 

fostered ownership and loyalty to the city itself. 

 

In order to become a City of Learning we cannot be partial and will need to 

include all citizens, rich or poor from all ages, and from all social and cultural 

backgrounds. 

 

The intention was to raise the aspirations of citizens and in particular those who 

face multiple barriers in accessing learning and whether these are caused by 

poor health, lack of confidence, childcare access, poor support networks or 

through poverty, racism, prejudice and discrimination. Lifelong Learning 

therefore needs to be tailored to the needs of all. Not just for Delhi Public 

Schools or Kendriya Vidyalayas, but all State Schools and Community Schools. 

This therefore helps to address the UNSDGs: 

 

SGD4 Ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 

lifelong learning opportunities for all, and  

SGD11: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 

sustainable.  

 

Thus learning is not new and in every culture it is about survival and supporting a 

sustainable, inclusive and a just society.  
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