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Abstract: The paper presents analyses on the link between education and
sustainable development in the context of the social development of the regions and
the role of education in social cohesion. Contemporary trends and challenges to the
system of higher education are discussed, as well as the prospects for its
development in Bulgaria. The good practices of University of agribusiness and rural
development are taken as an example on which basis important conclusions are
made and new insights are provided in the functioning of a contemporary university
oriented towards students and outer environment and focusing on the impact on
sustainable development of rural regions.
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Висше училище по агробизнес и развитие на регионите – Пловдив
Резюме: Докладът представя анализи за връзката между образованието
и устойчивото развитие в контекста на социалното развитие на регионите и
ролята на образованието в социалното сближаване. Разглеждат се
съвременните тенденции и предизвикателства пред системата на висшето
образование, както и перспективите за неговото развитие в България. Добрите
практики на Висше училище по агробизнес и развитие на селските райони са
взети като пример, на базата на който се правят важни изводи и нови
предложения за функционирането на съвременния университет, ориентиран
към студентите и външната среда, и съсредоточен върху въздействието върху
устойчивото развитие на селските райони.
Ключови думи: висше образование, устойчиво развитие, регионално
развитие.

Introduction: education, social development and social cohesion
The new sustainable development agenda as “a set of goals to end poverty,
protect the planet and ensure prosperity for all” 1 implies that everyone should be part
of this and imposes new challenges to university and academic communities in terms
of their role in capacity building and as engines for sustainable regional
development2. The activities in contemporary universities and their influence on
changing minds and attitudes have the potential to contribute to the implementation
of all the sustainable development goals (Fig. 1).
Current paper discusses regions (in the context of the definition: “a particular
area or part of the world, or any of the large official areas into which a country is
divided”3) in terms of the rural regions in Bulgaria and the opportunities for their
sustainable development accenting on the social development. Social development
in regions is accepted as a process of transformation (reorganization and
reorientation) of the whole economic and social system, incl. income and production
increase, quality changes in institutional, social and administrative structures, social
consciousness, traditions and stereotypes4 applying a systematic approach to social
development in which education plays a central role, interacts and have impact on all
others (Fig. 2).
1

United Nations: 17 goals to transform our world: http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainabledevelopment-goals/
2
Dimitrova, V. Higher education – a factor in regional development. Academic Publishing House “Talent”,
University of agribusiness and rural development, Plovdiv, 2013.
3
Cambridge English Dictionary: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/region/.
4
Penkova, E., Gorchilova, D. Social development of the regions. University of national and world economy
Publishing complex, Sofia, 2013.
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Fig. 1. The new sustainable development agenda
Source: United Nations: 17 goals to transform our world:
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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Fig. 2. The systematic approach in social development
Source: Penkova, E., Gorchilova, D. Social development of the regions. University of
national and world economy Publishing complex, Sofia, 2013.
In that sense the regional aspects of the social development could be
discussed in the following aspects:
 a set of economic, social, political and spiritual processes that lead to
change and a new quality of life of the respective territorial community,
 the transformation of the complex of the conditions for creating a favorable
social environment aimed at improving the quality of life of a given territorial
community,
 transformations at regional level aimed at raising people's potential to
create benefits for society and improve the quality of life of the local community,
which substantiate the factor conditionality of social development (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. Factor conditionality of social development
Source: Penkova, E., Gorchilova, D. Social development of the regions. University of
national and world economy Publishing complex, Sofia, 2013.
Considering social cohesion in the context of:
 social inclusion - economic equality, equal opportunities, well-being,
satisfaction,
 social capital - efficiency of institutions, social and civic activity, trust,
 social mobility - the choice of social inclusion and realization,
education could be considered as one of the key factors and perspectives in
sustainable development of the regions (Fig. 4 & Fig. 5).

Fig. 4. Framework of shifting wealth, social cohesion and development
Source: OECD (2011), Perspectives on Global Development 2012: Social Cohesion
in a Shifting World,OECD Publishing, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/persp_glob_dev2012-en
Going in depth the contributors to social cohesion could be presented as
“embracing multiple strategies towards an overarching goal”5 (Fig. 6).

5

De Beer, S.F., 2014, ‘Demythologising social cohesion: Towards a practical theological vision’, Verbum et
Ecclesia 35(2), Art. #1344, 12 pages. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ve.v35i2.1344.
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Fig. 5. Role of education and academic achievement in social cohesion
Source: Zebun Nisa Khan. Role of Education in Building Social Cohesion.
International Journal of Secondary Education. Vol. 4, No. 2, 2016, pp. 23-26. doi:
10.11648/j.ijsedu.20160402.12

Fig. 6. Contributors to social cohesion
Source: De Beer, S.F., 2014, ‘Demythologising social cohesion: Towards a practical
theological vision’, Verbum et Ecclesia 35(2), Art. #1344, 12 pages.
http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ve.v35i2.1344
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Among the instruments for regulation of social differences should be outlined
the following:
 equal access to public goods and fair distribution of resources,
 guaranteeing quality of local public goods and services,
 mitigating income disparities and improving the quality of life of the local
community,
and namely education is that could provide the basis and the scientific
mechanisms.
The role and importance of education for regional development
The education is accepted as a public and individual good contributing to the
development of personality and society, a contributor to the dynamic development of
the economy and in the building of a society based on knowledge and technology
progress. In these relations the economic impact of education, its links to
employment, health and prosperity is considered6.
Its connections to social and cultural development are regarded in the
directions of regional identity and culture, heritage, social participation,
communications, governance and institutions which is expressed well in the following
figure stressing again on the issue of social cohesion and the role of training and
education (Fig. 7):

Fig. 7. The integrated governance of local worlds of social cohesion
Source: Local Worlds of Social Cohesion, http://www.localise-research.eu/
In this aspect training and education could be also analyzed in the context of
the different forms of capital (Fig. 8).

6

Penkova, E., Gorchilova, D. Social development of the regions. University of national and world economy
Publishing complex, Sofia, 2013.
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Fig. 8. The forms of capital
Source: Eight forms of capital: A whole system of economic understanding, 2011,
Ethan Roland & Gregory Landua, http://www.terra-genesis.com/8-forms-of-capital/
This raises a number of questions concerning contemporary problems
connected to the demographic trends, the change in family values and behaviors,
unemployment, school dropping, etc. which influence and should be addressed in
strategies of overcoming regional discrepancies as:
 promotion of equality, social cohesion and active citizenship,
 encouragement of creativity and innovation, including entrepreneurship, at
all levels of education and training.
Thus, higher education is scrutinized as a factor in regional development
through7:
 education and transfer of knowledge,
 science and creation of knowledge,
 collaboration with society and cultural and community development.
Universities are the engines of growth and regional development because
they contribute to8:
 regional economies
 cultural and sports infrastructure in the regions
 community leadership
 regional innovation systems
 development of human capital
o facilitating access
o achieving high quality
o promoting external and internal mobility
o accenting e-learning and distance learning
o continuing training
o innovation and information technology
7

Dimitrova, V. Higher education – a factor in regional development. Academic Publishing House “Talent”,
University of agribusiness and rural development, Plovdiv, 2013.
8
Dimitrova, V. Higher education – a factor in regional development. Academic Publishing House “Talent”,
University of agribusiness and rural development, Plovdiv, 2013.
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The equal access and the quality improvement are the key issues of the future
development in the context of regional development in the aspects of:
 distance from university centers,
 infrastructure shortages,
 less opportunities for work,
 decrease in population,
 preferences for education abroad, etc.
Moreover, all that poses challenges regarding:
 financial provision,
 material provision,
 staff resources,
 information provision.
Discussing the challenges in the system of higher education in Bulgaria there
should be outlined:
 achieving compatibility and harmonization with European higher education
systems,
 increased mobility of students, lecturers and researchers,
 European Higher Education Area and European Research Area,
 development of lifelong learning.
These are considered in the light of9:
 Striving for higher education,
 Building a "knowledge society",
 The needs of society and the requirements for higher education systems,
 Deficit of resources for maintaining the higher education system,
 Internationalization of the education services market,
 Application of comparable training standards,
 Quality of educational products,
 Modernization of universities - training, management, financing,
 International cooperation.
The Strategy for development of higher education in the Republic of Bulgaria10
addresses:
 the preservation of the national tradition,
 the inclusion,
 the performance and sustainability,
 the growth based on continuity and ability to develop,
 the transparency and fairness,
 the openness of the system to the socio-economic environment.
Its strategic goals include:
 Improving access to higher education,
 Quality and compatibility with the EHEA,
 Link to the labor market,
9

Dimitrov, D. Improvement of the higher education management system in conditions of globalization of
market relations. Academic Publishing House “Talent”, University of agribusiness and rural development,
Plovdiv, 2013.
10
Strategy for development of higher education in the Republic of Bulgaria for the 2014 - 2020 period, Sofia,
September, 2014.
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 Research and innovation,
 Modernization and governance,
 Financing model,
 Career development system,
 Lifelong learning and electronic forms of distance learning.
The National Strategy for Lifelong Learning 2014-2020 underlines the need of
an adequate response to challenges and priorities for achieving sustainable
economic growth and social inclusion and formulates the key principles in education
and training11:
 Quality,
 Equality and diversity,
 Decentralization,
 Cooperation,
 Measurability,
 Flexibility.
Bearing in mind all this contemporary universities need to make their
strategies and plans so that to answer the needs of organizations of knowledge and
innovation and the needs of trainees of acquiring knowledge, skills and competences
on demand on the national and international labor markets.
The good practices of University of agribusiness and rural development
University of agribusiness and rural development was founded in 1992 by a
decision of Bulgarian Government and accredited by National Agency of evaluation
and accreditation to the Council of Ministers as Higher School “Agricultural College”.
The college was established based on a model of the British Lackham College of
Chippenham. Following 20 years of successful development and a number of
accreditation procedures, now University of agribusiness and rural development is
the biggest private university in Bulgaria which train specialists in the field of
agribusiness and rural development.
Bachelor programs include:
 Agricultural Economics
 Finances
 Accounting
 Economics of Tourism
 Business Management
 Management of Agribusiness
 Human Resources Management
 Information Systems Management
Graduated students gain Bachelor qualification degree, and receive a higher
education diplomaalong with an European Diploma Supplement according to the
European Qualification Framework for mobility encouragement and life-long
learning – Level 6.

11

National strategy for lifelong learning for the period 2014 – 2020. Ministry of Education and Science, Sofia,
January, 2014.
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Master programs are:
 Economics and Management of Agribusiness
 Economics and Management of Agribusiness with specialization in
Environmental security
 Economics and Management of Agribusiness with specialization in
Agriforestry
 Economics and Rural Management with specialization in Tourism
 Economics and Rural Management with specialization in Public Sector
Marketing
 Finances and Banking
 Accounting and Auditing
 International Business
 Business Management
 Management of Municipalities with specialization in Rural Planning and
Development
 Project Management
 Management of Rural Regions
 Management of Rural Regions with specialization in Ecological Farming
and Sustainable development
 Art Managament
 Administration and Information Management
 Communication Systems Management
 Human Resources Management
Graduated students gain Master education and qualification degree, and
receive a higher education diploma along with an European Diploma Supplement
according to the European Qualification Framework for mobility encouragement and
life-long learning – Level 7.
The university has two PhD degrees – in Crop Production and in Finance and
Banking. Graduated students gain Doctoral education and qualification degree, and
receive a higher education diploma along with an European Diploma Supplement
according to the European Qualification Framework for mobility encouragement and
life-long learning – Level 8.
The mission of University of agribusiness and rural development (UARD)
includes the main components so that to provide12:
 access to higher education in the regions,
 requested knowledge and skills / qualifications,
 sustainable economic, social and cultural development of the regions.
The good practices of UARD could be summarized as follows:
 Lifelong learning and career counseling,
 Business connection, research and consultancy,
 A wide network of regional centers,
 Electronic and distance learning,
 Certified quality management system and successful accreditation
procedures,
 Work on projects,
12

University of agribusiness and rural development: http://uard.bg/.
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 Active policy for attracting students and increasing the contingent from
foreign students.
UARD offers a diversity of topical programs which undergo and include:
 permanent updating of programs, curricula, and learning content,
 modern methods of teaching,
 learner-centered teaching and learning,
 competence-based training,
 participation of trainees and users.
The university also puts the accent on vocational training and continuing
education:
 Short-term and long-term courses,
 Specializations,
 Group and individual trainings,
 Electronic and distance learning,
which is in full compliance with regulatory requirements and a basis for
developing new bachelor and master programs.
Career development in UARD takes different forms:
 Career counseling and guidance,
 Relationship with users of staff and institutions,
 Studying the opinion of trainees and users of staff,
 Organization of meetings and events,
 Labor market analyzes and studies,
 Practical training and internships.
UARD has an established alumni club for:
 Networking,
 Feedback assurance,
 Participation in the activities of the higher school,
 Updating the programs offered,
 Cooperation with business and society,
 Promoting the mission of the higher school.
The Institute of regional studies (IRIS) performs scientific research,
development and advisory services for new knowledge and innovative technologies
transfer in the field of agribusiness and regional development13. Its Organic farming
section is a member of IFOAM14 & IFOAM EU Regional Group. The institute has a
department of Marketing, technology assessment and transfer which provides the
link of science to practice and business.
The Scientific research sector have activities in:
 Applied research for the introduction of new technologies in agribusiness
and regional development,
 Scientific service,
 Consultancy,
 Encouragement of entrepreneurship,
 Specialized trainings and information activities.
13

Institute of Regional Studies (IRIS): http://uard.bg/en/pages/view/38/.
Presenting
the
organic
movement
worldwide
–
https://www.ifoam.bio/sites/default/files/directory2017_lowres.pdf/.

14
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Electronic and distance learning assures:
 Training in convenient time and place,
 Effective communication,
 Interactive preparation,
 Student savings.
International cooperation embraces a number of activities among which:
 Finding and implementing of innovative practices,
 Inclusion to the European standards,
 Exchange of experience and joint activities - training, research and
development, management, cooperation,
 Mobility and specializations for teachers, administration and students,
 Work on joint projects.
The university organizes various forums and events and participates in project
activities in the field of sustainable development and transfer of knowledge and
innovation.
Among the forums there should be mentioned15:
 International Balkan and Near Eastern Social Sciences Congress Series16
organized by Namik Kemal University – Tekirdag, Turkey, in which UARD is a partner
from the very beginning,
 Annual conference organized as a “Day of organic farming” in the
framework of the International agricultural exhibition “Agra” in partnership with the
International fair – Plovdiv,
 Annual conference of UARD held in the beginning of December each year,
 Jubilee scientific conference “Bulgaria of Regions”,
 Conferences, seminars, workshops and others organized as part of national
and international project activities, etc.
Project work is directed towards activities of improvement curricula and quality
management system, e-learning and distance learning, career development,
information and popularization of new knowledge and good practices, etc.17.
International projects are distinguished by their orientation towards sustainable
development and best practices in environmentally friendly technologies, organic
farming, organic retail, land management, food and nutrition, etc. The period
2012-2014 marks the most remarkable activity in projects’ work and UARD shows a
significant increase in the shares of staff and students participating in national and
international projects (Fig. 9 & Fig. 10) which are maintained in next years.

15

UARD Conferences 2007 – 2017: http://uard.bg/en/pages/view/62/.
IBANESS Congress Series: http://ibaness.org/.
17
UARD Projects: http://uard.bg/en/pages/view/30/.
16
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Fig 9. Participation of academic staff in UARD projects
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Fig. 10. Students participation in UARD projects 2012-2014
Implementing and recently implemented international projects which embrace
a number of successful activities in the fields of sustainable development, organic
farming, management and entrepreneurship, networking concerning ecological
agricultural production and management, integration and implementation of a Quality
Assurance System in organic food retailing, investigations on ecological plant and
animal food production, management and entrepreneurship in different regions,
ecotourism, transfer of innovative technologies for SMEs, consultations, etc. are:
 ECOGARD - www.ecogardening.eu/;
 Sustainable Land Management Network - http://sulanet.uniag.sk/;
 Licence Masters professionnels en management des activités hôtelières
pour le développement de l’industrie touristique en Géorgie, Azerbaïdjan et Moldavie;
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 Sustainable food in kindergartens - http://suskinder.suscooks.eu/;
 Preparing for the Future – http://www.ecoretail.eu/;
 ECVET-EcoQualify - http://www.ecvet-ecoqualify.eu/;
 SusCooks – http://suscooks.eu/;
 NEWCAP - http://newcap-project.eu/;
 EDUECO - http://edueco.edu.rs/;
 EcoQualify III - http://ecoqualifyiii.uth.cs.teilar.gr/home/;
UARD has an extended Erasmus Charter for the whole period of the Lifelong
Learning Programme (2008-2013) with Erasmus identification code: BG PLOVDIV09
and in 2014 – Erasmus+ for the new program period 2014-2021. Currently UARD is
in partnership with over 40 universities and organizations from Spain, Italy, Poland,
Netherlands, Germany, UK, Lithuania, Latvia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Greece, Turkey,
Macedonia, Croatia, Portugal under the activities of the new EU programme
Erasmus+. During the last academic years University of agribusiness and rural
development expanded its partnership in the exchange of students and staff with
universities from Russia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Moldova, Montenegro, Korea and
others. UARD fully recognizes the mobility period for studies and traineeships and it
is added in the students’ European Diploma Supplement.
Staff mobility is another important part of the Erasmus mobility which is
increasing and contributing to professional improvement and career development of
administrative and academic staff (Fig. 11).
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Fig. 11. Staff mobility under Erasmus / Erasmus+
For popularization of the activities UARD has established an Academic Media
Complex (consisting of Natural Radio18 and Natural-A TV19) and Academic
Publishing House20 which publishes books, monographs, textbooks and training
content for e-learning and distant learning environments, proceedings, etc. – all
18

UARD Radio “Natural”: http://radionatural.eu/.
UARD TV “Natural-A”: http://tvnatural.eu/.
20
UARD Academic Publishing House: http://uard.bg/en/pages/view/295/.
19
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registered in the National register of the books in Bulgaria21 of the St. St. Cyril and
Methodius National library22 - part of the Global Register of Publishers23 and
Directory of Open Access Scholarly Resources ROAD24.
The university publishes two periodicals25:
 New knowledge Journal of science, supported by the National Science
Fund of the Republic of Bulgaria during 2017,
 Year book of UARD,
published through the platform of Open Journal Systems26 which assure the
objective review and editorial process, the needed transparency and indexing in the
world scientific data bases. Both editions are open access and free of charge for all
authors and users and they effectively popularize the results of the scientific activity
in the university (Fig. 12).
The similar platform is used in the organization, implementation and publishing
of proceedings of UARD conferences: http://regions.uard.bg/.

Fig. 12. New knowledge Journal of science
All the activities are the subject of the Quality management system in the
university with:
 focus on students,
 result orientation - achieving a balance in meeting the requirements of all
stakeholders,
 leadership and consistent pursuit of the chosen direction,
 process management and reliable information,
 staff development and involvement of all to ensure and maintain quality,
21

National register of the books in Bulgaria: http://www.booksinprint.bg/.
St. St. Cyril and Methodius National library: http://www.nationallibrary.bg/.
23
Global Register of Publishers: https://grp.isbn-international.org/.
24
Directory of Open Access Scholarly Resources ROAD: http://road.issn.org/en/.
25
UARD platform for periodicals: http://science.uard.bg/.
26
Public Knowledge Project – Open Journal Systems: https://pkp.sfu.ca/ojs/.
22
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 innovation and continuous improvement of the training,
 building and developing partnerships,
 responsibility to society.
In 2017 UARD participates its 25th anniversary under the motto “Love, work,
learn” which in full describes its profile and mission oriented towards students and
society.
Conclusion
Summarizing the above discussions on the role of universities in sustainable
development of regions and good practices of UARD the following principles could be
deduced: responsibility, transparency, honesty, justice, flexibility, diversity,
modernization, quality, cooperation, internationalization, which are in the bases of
UARD’s success and its consolidation as the business university of Bulgarian
regions. The above implications provide new insights for strategic planning in
contemporary universities with an orientation towards results in both directions – the
prosperity of the individual university and its responsibility and contribution to
sustainable development building an image of trust and fairness in society.
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