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International cooperation between cities, when linked with adult education institutions and
civil society networks, opens wide-ranging opportunities for learning, civic participation, and
institutional growth. Such cooperation strengthens ties among municipalities, grassroots
organizations, and educational providers, creating platforms where people can exchange
ideas, develop skills, and address global challenges in a local context.

One of the most established approaches is town twinning —a model through which cities form
long-term partnerships to foster intercultural dialogue, citizen diplomacy, and lasting social
impact. Within the framework of the Urban X-Change Network, supported by the German
Federal Foreign Office and implemented by DVV International, this model has been
expanded to highlight the role of adult education. By linking official diplomacy with
community-based initiatives, the project empowers municipalities, civil society, and citizens
of partner towns to co-design inclusive, sustainable activities that strengthen both local
development and international understanding.

Purpose of the Position Paper

This paper examines the role of adult education institutions in initiating, supporting, and
revitalizing city partnerships, thereby fostering international cooperation and citizen
diplomacy at the local level. The Husum-Trzcianka partnership shows how integrating
education into civic and cultural exchanges can breathe new life into long-standing
relationships between towns. Adult learning has created spaces for creativity, dialogue, and
shared experiences, reanimating the spirit of cooperation and giving it renewed relevance.

The paper highlights how municipalities, civil society organizations, adult education centres,
and local communities can collectively contribute to democratic engagement, intercultural
learning, and sustainable development. By connecting citizens, educators, and decision-
makers across borders, such partnerships extend beyond symbolic ties and generate
practical benefits for local societies.

It also provides guidance on how to build and sustain successful cooperation: mobilizing
diverse stakeholders, ensuring shared ownership of initiatives, and maximizing cultural,
educational, and social outcomes. In particular it underscores the importance of adult
education as a vehicle for reviving and strengthening collaboration, showing how workshops,
cultural programmes, and informal encounters can rebuild trust, inspire new initiatives, and
create a shared vision for the future.

This paper represents a joint effort of the partner organizations: the Adult Education Centre
in Husum (Volkshochschule Husum), the Public Library and Cultural Centre in Trzcianka
(Biblioteka Publiczna i Centrum Kultury w Trzciance), the Husum Association for Town
Twinning Partnerships (Verein fir Stadtepartnerschaften der Stadt Husum), and the
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Municipality of Trzcianka. The reflections presented here are grounded in concrete activities

and shared experiences of cooperation, such as interactive workshops in Trzcianka’s cultural
centre and library or cooking and cultural sessions at vhs Husum. These initiatives, rooted in
adult learning, proved to be essential in renewing the partnership between the two towns and
provided the basis for the insights analysed in this paper.

Background: Polish-German cooperation and adult education — The Husum-Trzcianka
example

The partnership between Husum, Germany, and Trzcianka, Poland, demonstrates how adult
education and civic cooperation can become powerful tools for international collaboration. As
part of the Urban X-Change Network Il, the two towns revived their relationship in 2025
through activities focused on learning, co-creation, and cultural exchange. Their joint efforts
sought to strengthen the partnership by fostering cultural and social connections, promoting
civic education and democratic participation, and encouraging community engagement
through shared cultural projects.

The starting point was a common workshop in Warsaw in 2024, where partners identified
themes of cooperation, mapped potential civil society actors, and agreed on next steps. A
binational coordination group with representatives from both cities drew up a City Partnership
Action Plan, outlining specific activities in Husum and Trzcianka as well as a funding
framework for each institution.

At the end of March 2025, an intensive exchange in Trzcianka brought together
representatives from both towns. The programme highlighted the role of adult education and
underscored the importance of social inclusion, cultural exchange, and the involvement of
civil society organisations. Workshops with local leaders strengthened their role in civic
society, while practical sessions explored methods for youth engagement and programme
design. At Trzcianka’s public library and cultural centre, visitors from Husum observed the
daily work of librarians, course leaders, and cultural coordinators. Local associations
presented initiatives ranging from environmental education to sports and social inclusion,
while discussions encouraged cross-border learning and institutional cooperation through the
exchange of best practices.

Beyond structured workshops, concerts, performances, and exhibitions created space for
dialogue and reflection. Nature walks and ecological workshops connected global priorities
on climate and environment with local action. A joint review concluded with concrete plans
for continued cooperation, including the development of citizen-led video production
workshops designed to foster creative expression. These promotional videos gave citizens of
both towns a voice in how they wished to present their communities abroad.

The return visit to Husum in June 2025 served as the four-day closing event of the Urban X-
Change Network Il. Over sixty participants — including delegates from Husum’s British twin
town, Kidderminster — took part in ceremonies, guided tours, and creative workshops. At vhs
Husum, cooking sessions and cultural exchanges became spaces for intercultural dialogue,
while visits to museums, the city library, and traditional events such as the Ring Riding
Parade offered insights into Husum’s civic and cultural life.

A highlight was the official reception at Husum Town Hall, where local leaders reaffirmed
their commitment to strengthening ties with Trzcianka. Emphasis was placed on capacity
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building, civic participation, and institutional cooperation. Informal gatherings — such as a
community barbecue organized by the fire brigade and excursions to the Wadden Sea tidal
flats — showed that partnerships are equally shaped by everyday encounters and personal
friendships.

The cooperation between Husum and Trzcianka illustrates how adult learning, cultural
participation, civic engagement, and digital innovation can sustain long-term international
partnerships. By linking local action to the objectives of the SDGs, both towns laid a solid
foundation for inclusive, forward-looking, and sustainable cooperation rooted in mutual
learning and community participation.

Relevance in the context of the Sustainable Development Goals and Agenda 2030

City partnerships that integrate adult education offer concrete opportunities for advancing the
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Agenda 2030 at the local level.
The Husum-Trzcianka model shows how structured transnational cooperation can translate
global priorities into tangible community action.

Quality Education (SDG 4): Participatory workshops, guided tours, and cultural activities
enabled citizens of all ages to engage in lifelong learning. Adult education centres such as
vhs Husum and Trzcianka’s cultural institutions acted as hubs for knowledge exchange,
fostering civic skills, intercultural understanding, and sustainable practices.

Sustainable Cities and Communities (SDG 11): Joint initiatives in cultural programming and
environmental education connected citizens to urban development. Visits to Trzcianka’s
ecological centre, workshops on sustainable practices, and heritage tours encouraged
reflection on how communities can collectively contribute to resilient and inclusive growth.

Partnerships for the Goals (SDG 17): The Husum-Trzcianka cooperation demonstrates how
town twinning can operationalize global goals through local networks. By linking
municipalities, adult education institutions, and civil society organizations, the project showed
that cross-border collaboration enhances learning, strengthens civic engagement, and builds
trust. Informal encounters, such as community barbecues and excursions, reinforced
personal bonds and encouraged collaboration beyond formal programming.

Through these activities, adult education transformed international cooperation into
actionable, community-centred contributions to Agenda 2030. By engaging citizens directly in
learning, dialogue, and co-creation, the Husum-Trzcianka model illustrates that progress
toward the SDGs is driven not only by governments but also by empowered communities.

Building successful international partnerships

The Husum-Trzcianka experience highlights key factors for sustaining effective partnerships
in adult education. Intercultural and language competencies were identified as fundamental:
they build mutual understanding, spark creativity, and prevent misunderstandings. Shared
values and common goals are equally vital, as cooperation flourishes when rooted in
solidarity, mutual respect, and a collective vision. Transparent, regular communication and
clarity of expectations foster trust, while institutional support and adequate funding ensure
continuity and growth.
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In short, sustainable partnerships rely on the synergy of intercultural competence, shared
values, clear communication, financial stability, and local support. Where these elements
converge, partnerships thrive; where they are absent, cooperation risks remaining superficial.

Challenges in maintaining partnerships
While the cooperation proved successful, partners also identified significant challenges:

¢ Limited financial and human resources constrain mobility and continuity, often placing
an unequal burden on highly engaged individuals.

e Bureaucratic and legal barriers slow implementation and discourage participation.

e Uneven stakeholder engagement weakens motivation and reduces shared
ownership.

¢ Cultural and language differences enrich collaboration but also risk
misunderstandings if not actively addressed.

e Time and recognition remain scarce, with international cooperation often perceived as
“extra” rather than integral to institutions’ work.

These obstacles mirror the success factors identified earlier: where resources,
communication, and intercultural skills are strong, partnerships prosper; where they are
lacking, sustainability is at risk.

Role of Adult Education Institutions and Stakeholder involvement

Adult education institutions play a pivotal role in linking municipalities, civil society, and
citizens. They provide inclusive spaces for learning and dialogue, transforming abstract ideas
of cooperation into lived experiences. Workshops, cultural events, and study trips allow
citizens to engage directly, fostering active citizenship and a sense of belonging to a wider
European community.

Effective cooperation also requires the involvement of diverse stakeholders: schools,
universities, NGOs, cultural centres, sports clubs, volunteer organizations, and municipal
authorities. When stakeholders are involved from the outset in shaping project goals, they
develop co-ownership and long-term commitment.

Adult education institutions also serve as platforms for networking and professional growth.
Staff benefits from new methods, intercultural experiences, and project management skills,
while learners gain exposure to global perspectives, civic awareness, and intercultural
competence.

Value and impact of international partnerships

Partnerships enrich communities on multiple levels. They strengthen intercultural awareness,
reduce prejudice, and nurture social cohesion. For staff, they enhance professional skills and
innovation; for learners, they expand horizons, encourage critical thinking, and inspire civic
participation.

The Husum-Trzcianka cooperation demonstrated these benefits in practice: citizens engaged
in workshops, study visits, and cultural events that inspired new initiatives at home. Local
institutions gained visibility, credibility, and access to new funding opportunities, while
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residents built friendships and personal connections that extended beyond official
programmes.

Ultimately, international partnerships are not only about projects but about people. They turn
borders into bridges, enabling communities to learn from one another and shape a shared
future.

Citizen Diplomacy

At the heart of these partnerships lies citizen diplomacy. While municipalities provide
structure, it is citizens — learners, educators, and community members — who bring
cooperation to life. Through dialogue, cultural exchange, and shared responsibility, they
transform formal agreements into lasting human connections.

Adult education institutions enable this process by creating inclusive spaces for participation.
By listening to citizens’ voices and inviting them to shape initiatives, they ensure that
international cooperation responds to real needs and aspirations.

Citizen diplomacy thus turns town twinning into a living network of relationships rooted in
respect, dialogue, and cooperation. Over time, these bonds sustain partnerships, proving
that international collaboration is most powerful when it is people-centred.

Conclusion

The Husum-Trzcianka partnership illustrates how city twinning, when anchored in adult
education and community engagement, can grow into a powerful instrument of citizen
diplomacy and sustainable development. By combining structured learning with informal
encounters, the cooperation has fostered intercultural understanding, strengthened civic
participation, and created new opportunities for institutional growth.

The experiences of 2025 show that successful international partnerships depend on more
than symbolic ties: they require shared values, active participation, and sustained support
from local authorities and civil society. When these elements come together, partnerships
become catalysts for democratic engagement, social inclusion, and global responsibility.

The Husum-Trzcianka model offers a practical example of how local communities can
translate global goals into meaningful action, proving that international cooperation is most
effective when driven by people, rooted in everyday life, and guided by a vision of a more
inclusive and sustainable future.



