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I thought I should contribute, from an ‘external’ perspective, to the position 
statements for the Geography workshop in St. Johns. I am Karl Donert, President 
of the European Association of Geographers (EUROGEO).  

We have been reviewing, analyzing and responding to the state of Geography in 
Europe over the past 10 years. I believe over this time we have learned a lot (and 
also made many mistakes). Hopefully my input can support the goals of the 
workshop.  

Main points: 

o It is vital to have a clear agreed (shared) vision of what you are trying to 
achieve. 

o Working collectively and sharing ideas and experiences is invaluable. 
o It is critical to find ways to connect (engage with) all stakeholders. 

Early History 

In 2001 I hosted a meeting of Presidents of European geographical associations 
and professional societies. Participants from 28 national organisations attended. 
In discussion we discovered that all countries faced exactly the same issues and 
problems, we were working in isolation without the opportunity to work 
together to find solutions to deal with them. At that meeting it was agreed that 
we were much stronger acting together. In order to facilitate collaboration I was 
mandated to apply for EC funding to enable geographers to meet more regularly 
and share concerns, new developments and innovative ideas.  

As a result, in 2002 I launched the HERODOT Thematic Network 
(http://www.herodot.net) and in 2003 I managed to secure EC funding with the 
aim of sharing good practice and innovative developments in order to improve 
the quality of learning and teaching in higher education AND teacher training; 
and to connect researchers and practitioners with educators. I wanted the 
network to be as inclusive as possible by connecting all geographers in Europe. 
This was a very important (and I think successful) strategic decision. 

We launched the network in London at the Royal Geographical Society and 
started with 47 partners from 19 European countries. Seven years later the 
network had more than 300 contributing organisations (universities, 
polytechnics, colleges, NGOs, associations, small and large companies, public and 
private agencies and even Ministries) from 51 countries from all around the 
world.  
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Network Research  

During the first phase of the network project we undertook a detailed review of 
the strengths and weaknesses of geography in schools and higher education in 
the partner European countries. The HERODOT State report and results can be 
found at http://www.herodot.net/state-of-geography.html.  

Our research showed us that, according to the participants, university geography 
had been expanding in most European countries but this was a fragile situation 
as school geography was not developing well, it was growing in a few countries 
and declining in many others. We believed that this situation would have serious 
impacts on the future of geography in higher education and that we had to try to 
something about it. So some partners in the network were tasked to examine this 
in more detail and to identify what makes some countries so successful.  

Our findings indicated that positioning geography and effectively promoting our 
subject were the main requirements if we were to improve the status of our 
discipline. It was clear that in the European countries where geography was 
considered a science subject in the curriculum, it was in a far stronger 
(bargaining) position than in those where it was a social 
science/humanities/arts subject. This opinion has since been reinforced by the 
countries where school geography is now rapidly growing (like Finland, Estonia, 
Bulgaria, Romania, Portugal, Slovenia) which all connect geography with 
Sciences (and Mathematics). In other countries geography has either already 
disappeared (in name) (like Italy, Cyprus, Norway and Malta) or has been under 
severe threat (Sweden, Ireland, Denmark, Spain, France). In most of these cases 
geography is weighted against History as well as Sociology, Religion and Social 
Sciences, it is often taught by non-specialists and has become very 
disadvantaged. This is why we have been actively campaigning, supporting 
national associations in raising the status of geography and the work of 
geographers. Those associations who were positioned close to education policy 
makers (Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, Portugal, UK) were also in a very 
advantageous position. 

Campaigning for Geography 

In HERODOT we were concerned not to get distracted by the debate about 
whether school geography is a science or not and how we relate exploration and 
tradition to innovation and change. Debates about subject boundaries and what 
is or is not truly geography would have been fruitless. So it was important to 
develop a clear position we can all speak from. Therefore we put a common 
perspective together through the development of our main promotion toolkit – 
the Geocube (http://www.geo-cube.eu) - which clearly expresses some of the 
things that geography is and geographers do.  
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We also decided it is important to actively campaign supporting Geography (in 
Europe and beyond) through the scientific methods geographers employ. 
Though we bridge other disciplines, it is also the case that other scientists make 
contributions to the science of Geography. We believe Geography is unique in 
bridging the social (human) sciences and the natural (physical) sciences. It helps 
us in understanding our place in the world and the social and physical processes 
within the context of places and spaces is critical.  

So, in 2009, at the end of the HERODOT project, a group of us decided to re-
establish EUROGEO as a professional association for all geographers, based on 
individual and collective membership (http://www.eurogeography.eu) with the 
remit to actively work together with all other agencies who shared the same 
mission and goal as we have, namely to promote and strengthen the position of 
geography.  

The role of EUROGEO is distinctive in that we aim to have influence at European 
level, no other geo-organisation is doing this, as more and more of the decisions 
(estimated 80%) for instance about environment, energy, employment, industry, 
technologies, agriculture, demography, landscape and even planning are being 
made.  

Getting funding from a range of sources (including industry, sponsorship and 
innovative project applications) has been central to what EUROGEO has been 
able to achieve in such a short time. Commitment of all stakeholders is critical. 

I strongly believe that as stakeholder organisations we need to actively work 
together to position and promote geography, so we can ensure the discipline 
receives the status, position and respect it should have as a core subject in 
schools and an important research discipline in higher education. 

 

http://www.eurogeography.eu/

