Sustainability in the Early Years
What is sustainability?
Sustainability is widely recognised as an important aspect of early childhood education, as it encourages children to develop an understanding of how their actions affect the environment. The John Muir Trust (2025) simply defines sustainability as ‘living on the planet as if we mean to stay here’. Similarly, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 suggests that sustainable development involves ensuring that ‘the needs of the present are met without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (Welsh Government, 2015). Sustainability can therefore be described as taking care of the world today and ensuring that the planet remains healthy so that children can grow up in a positive world and succeed in the future (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Sustainability is recognised as a global priority. As a result, World Leaders have agreed upon 17 Sustainable Development Goals to be achieved by 2030 which aim to address environmental, social and economic challenges (Global Goals, no date).

How does it link/impact early years?
Sustainability is closely linked to early childhood education because the values, attitudes and behaviours developed during the early years can influence lifelong perspectives towards the environment. UNESCO (2026) emphasizes that education is the key to successfully achieving sustainability goals. This process can start in the early years, as it may mean that children have a better understanding of living sustainably whilst growing up and continuing into adulthood. Similarly Watt and Frydenberg (2024) support this argument and suggest that if children have positive experiences in natural environments they are more likely to develop a positive attitude towards nature and therefore will be more inclined to care for the environment and live more sustainably as they grow older.
The 1992 Earth Summit highlights the importance of sustainable development and has had a significant impact on improving the world’s environmental awareness (Kumar, 2025). The principles of sustainable development are reflected within early years education, encouraging children to care for their environment, connect with nature and understand their role in protecting the planet. Furthermore the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals emphasize the importance of achieving a sustainable future with a significant aspect being children’s understanding of their environment (Global Goals, no date).
The John Muir Trust (2025) highlights that everyone can contribute to protecting the environment and developing connections with nature, this includes young children. Children’s sense of connection to nature is considered a significant factor in determining how they value and protect it. This suggests that hands on, real life outdoor experiences can have a significant impact on developing an understanding of sustainability in the early years. Direct experiences within nature, such as visits to Parc Cefn Onn align with this idea and it encourages children to explore, investigate and connect with the world around them. These experiences are valuable but are most effective when reinforced through regular access to outdoor learning and everyday sustainable practices within the early years settings (Davis, 2010).
In Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 directly relates to the early years as it aims to shape a positive future for children. Sustainable development is a key element of this vision and early years educators play a significant role in supporting children’s understanding of environmental protection and conservation (Welsh Government, 2015). Although one off visits to different natural environments are beneficial, it is important that adults embed sustainable practices into daily routines and model sustainable behaviours for children.
Children’s rights also reinforce the importance of sustainability within early childhood education. Article 29 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) states that as part of education children should develop a respect for the natural environment, which directly supports sustainability. Learning about nature also encourages children to be curious and ask questions which directly links to both the Curriculum for Wales and the Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (Welsh Government, 2022 ; Welsh Government 2022a)
Overall sustainability in the early years extends beyond teaching children about recycling or environmental issues. It involves creating meaningful experiences that enable children to develop curiosity, respect for nature and an understanding of how their everyday actions can contribute to a more sustainable future (Davis, 2010). By embedding sustainability throughout everyday practice early years educators can help lay the foundations for lifelong environmental responsibility. This is supported by Tinney and Merriman (2018) who argue that sustainable learning needs to be integrated throughout children’s development and that it is not just an ‘add on’. 

What is the problem?
UNESCO (2026), Education for Sustainable Development states that humans do not currently live sustainably and are depleting the planet’s resources. Similarly, Somerville and Williams (2015) highlight a range of sustainability issues facing society today. Factors contributing to these issues include habitat loss and human activities an example of this could be littering.
The Sustainable Development Goals highlight that protecting biodiversity is a priority and goal 15 particularly focuses on this, with the aims of not only protecting biodiversity but also conserving and restoring whole ecosystems (Global Goals, no date).
During a visit to Parc Cefn Onn there were various rubbish bins available, however there were still several bits of litter visible throughout the park. Whilst litter could be seen as unsightly for the public it can be extremely harmful to wildlife. As there were various animals present within the park, further research was undertaken to explore the effects of littering on wildlife.
Hiemstra, Rambonnet, Gravendeel and Schilthuizen (2021) found examples of fish becoming trapped in discarded waste and as a result of this died.  They also identified birds becoming entangled in bits of rubbish resulting in swollen limbs and joints and therefore the animals became weaker and vulnerable. The RSPCA (no date) further highlights that littering can cause animals to suffocate, choke or they may even get wounded and a lot of the time this does lead to death.
The Welsh Government (2015) found that collaboration and partnership working are key to overcoming sustainability challenges. David (2010) supports this argument and suggests that the families of the children are kept well informed and ‘green letter’ could be sent home once a term.
What can be done? 
The Global Goals (no date), outline various actions that individuals can take to protect and conserve biodiversity. These include supporting a Goal 15 charity, reducing printing by using electronic devices, not buying  animal tested products by checking the labels first, recycling wherever possible, cleaning the local park this could be a litter pick, composting food scraps and keeping up to date with sustainability related issues which could simply be done just by following Global Goals on a social media platform.
The Welsh Government (2015) identifies five key aspects of working towards a sustainable future, those being collaboration, integration, involvement, long term thinking and prevention. Some suggestions that could promote biodiversity and support these principles could include organising a community litter pick with the children at a local park, creating a bird feeder using sustainable materials, or constructing bug hotels using recycled resources. These activities can be completed within an early years setting and provide children with meaningful opportunities to engage with sustainability.  
Cutter-Mackenzie (2014) states that children can learn how to be sustainable through the use of play, particularly environmental and outdoor play as this allows them to explore their surroundings and make sense of nature. David (2010) highlights positive habits we can start in order to tackle the issue of litter, one example is making one of the settings bins a compost bin by simply putting a picture on it, this will encourage children and individuals to stop throwing things fruit peels on the floor and start putting them in the bin. 
McEwen, (2015) highlights the importance of empowering children to care for the environment. Allowing children to lead their own litter picking activities can support this sense of empowerment whilst also promoting sustainability. This is also further supported by Davis (2010) who states that education for sustainability needs to be participatory in order to be successful, seeing children as active participants in the litter pick supports their argument. This strongly relates to the John Muir Award which encourages the children to learn about and care for the natural environment through practical action. This mirrors the actions undertaken in Part 1 where a bird feeder was installed to support local wildlife (John Muir Trust, 2025). 
Conclusion
In conclusion, sustainability is a vital aspect of early childhood education as it helps children develop the knowledge, skills, values and attitudes needed to care for the environment both now and in the future. Experiences such as exploring Parc Cefn Onn and observing wildlife help children to develop a meaningful connection with nature. Additionally, engaging in activities that conserve these natural environments such as creating a bird feeder or participating in a litter pick empowers children and fosters a sense of responsibility to care for their environment. These opportunities encourage curiosity, exploration and a sense of belonging within the environment, all of which are important foundations for sustainable thinking. 
While outdoor experiences are valuable, sustainability is most effective when embedded into everyday practice through the modelling of positive behaviours and ongoing opportunities for environmental engagement. By incorporating sustainability into daily early years practice, educators can support children in developing the knowledge, values and behaviours needed to contribute to a more sustainable future. 
