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Emerging in the 1980`s from a period of rapid industrialization, grave environmental problems due to excessive air and water pollution plagued Hungary. Emissions from coal and electric industries created high levels of air contamination and acid rain affecting both human and natural ecosystems. Industrial wastes from chemical, iron, and food processing plants contaminated water sources. In addition, hazardous wastes imported from neighboring countries posed great risk for local populations. During this period a small environmental movement emerged to confront these issues and by the mid-1980s a „green” movement had taken hold in Hungary.
      In stark contrast to the environmental constraints, Hungary’s educational system is top caliber – supporting a 99% literacy rate among the total population, and free and mandatory schooling for children ages six to sixteen. In addition, post-secondary training is available through vocational and technical training schools as well as academic institutions of higher learning. While directed by the Ministry of Education, the educational system is relatively decentralized. Local government, teachers, and parents have a large responsibility for developing educational curricula at the local level.
Community-Based Environmental
Curriculum Development
Within this environmental and social context, Körlanc, a Hungarian environmental NGO, was founded in 1992 as a joint venture between the Hungarian Ministry of Environment and Rural Development and the United States Environmental Protection Agency. Körlanc established itself as a local, national, and regional leader in integrating environmental education into Hungarian elementary schools by supporting community-based curriculum development processes. 
      Körlanc works with a network of over 600 individuals and organizations including: educators, teachers’ colleges, parents, students, and community members, in addition to local NGOs, environmental education field centers, national parks, and zoos. Körlanc’s approach seeks to establish local environmental education workgroups of committed network members throughout the country, supporting them with teaching methods and materials, technical assistance, and limited funding. The workgroups establish a set of projects, and meet every two months to review their progress and agenda, and to establish priorities and plans. Körlanc’s approach has enabled students, parents, teachers, and community members to learn first hand about environmental problems and techniques for addressing them, and has put environmental issues on the local and national education agenda. Körlanc provides a model of capacity-building that sheds light on the importance of developing strategic alliances to accomplish one’s work.

Developing Strategic Alliances

In many ways Körlanc is typical of small NGO`s worldwide struggling to survive on meager financial resources and a small staff. Its striking ability to operate with limited resources is due, in part, to the commitment and dedication of its Executive Director, staff, and volunteers. Key to their success has been the establishment of broad-based strategic alliances with individuals and organizations on local, national, regional, and international levels.
      Its founder and current Executive Director is committed to a vision of promoting democratic and participatory methodologies to foster environmental consciousness and decision making. He is influential in both academic and government circles in which he has developed both a niche and a reputation for himself. He brings to Körlanc a broad understanding of how Hungary’s educational system functions, and knowledge of how to move the system to rally support for NGO initiatives. While the driving force behind Körlanc stems primarily from one individual, his skills and commitment are reflected in the success of Körlanc as environmental education curricula is being adopted and replicated in schools, communities, organizations, and institutions throughout the country.
      To facilitate their work, Körlanc seeks to operate within the system, in line with centralized educational and environmental policies of the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Environment and Rural Development. Körlanc has created a niche for itself whereby it functions as an independent NGO but is able to access government funds for its activities. While a dependency on government resources can at times be precarious given the capricious nature of government spending, Körlanc’s ties with the Ministries has enabled them to develop supportive relationships at the ministerial level and to participate in national-level dialogue on educational and environmental policy reform. This relationship also provides Körlanc with a larger institutional affiliation and umbrella of support when undertaking regional or international activities.
      In many ways however, the Hungarian educational system is decentralized. Local government has the freedom and independence to develop their own curricula and to establish their own guidelines for its implementation. This offers Körlanc the opportunity to promote environmental curricula that is relevant to the specific geographical, social, and environmental context of an area. Körlanc has made a point of establishing relationships with local governing entities throughout the country. They have also developed relationships with teachers’ colleges, vocational and technical schools, and community groups interested in elementary education and in gaining new participatory skills in environmental issues and curriculum development. These relationships have enabled Körlanc to form workgroups made up of interested individuals and organizations that support the integration of environmental issues into elementary school curricula. The workgroups are broad-based, representative of the geographical area, and familiar with the social and environmental context and constraints.
      Körlanc’s role in supporting community participation in curriculum development has enabled them to become a role model in the region. Environmental organizations in neighboring countries such as Poland, Bulgaria, and Russia look to Körlanc for expertise, training, and collaboration in environmental education, curriculum development, and community participation methodologies. Körlanc has organized and led regional workshops on developing partnerships with individuals and organizations for promoting educational reform at local and national levels. Their role in these efforts has facilitated the development of a regional network of environmental educators.
      Lastly, Körlanc has developed relationships with international organizations such as the Institute for Sustainable Communities (ISC) and the United States Environmental Protection Agency. International relationships provide Körlanc staff with the opportunity to exchange ideas and experiences with academicians and practitioners worldwide. These relationships enable Körlanc staff to obtain new participatory training techniques and methodologies, participate in international site visits, and to be a part of the broader environmental education dialogue. In addition, affiliation with international organizations has increased Körlanc’s prestige at home in Hungary, as well as within the region.
      While there is little focus in the literature on the need to develop organizational strategic alliances, they are fundamental to an organization’s existence. In many countries, as in Hungary, environmental NGOs are small, have limited resources, few staff, and the driving force may be one or two individuals with a vision, commitment, and lots of energy. Building personal and organizational relationships across a broad base of interests can maximize resources and success.
