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Local authorities’ involvement in Local Agenda 21 (LA21) activities in Europe is
reviewed and progress is assessed. While LA21 has neither fundamentally challenged
the policies and processes of local government, nor led to a sharp improvement in
environmental conditions, its future role still remains of great significance. First, it has
been an important expression of the EU’s commitment to subsidiarity, with democratic
bodies closest to the people creating new opportunities for sustainable lifestyles.
Second, Europe is a heavily urbanized continent and, while municipalities do not have
to contend with the chronic public health and housing problems of developing
megacities, they do face serious challenges of settlement expansion and traffic
congestion. Third, the trends revealed by the Dobris Assessment, and confirmed by
subsequent audits, demand a response by all levels of government. Fourth, Europe is, in
the main, an affluent continent, and thus must contend with the problems of excessive
production and consumption, which can often most effectively be managed at the
municipal level. Finally, Europe is experiencing climactic economic and political

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS)

AREA STUDIES - EUROPE (Regional Sustainable Development Review) - Local Authorities' Initiatives in Support of Agenda 21 Europe - Paul Selman

change. Against this background, LA21 appears neither to have led to a transformation
in local government nor to a major improvement in environmental conditions.
Nevertheless, there are reasons to be positive about the future influence of LA21. These
include its role in relation to urban expansion and traffic congestion in the heavily
urbanized continent of Europe, in relation to production and consumption in an affluent
continent, and in relation to environmental change.

1. Introduction
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Internationally, Agenda 21 (the framework document of the UN Conference on
Environment and Development, 1992) sought to enshrine the principle of sustainable
development in public and corporate actions. Chapter 28 of the framework document
referred to Local Authorities’ Initiatives in Support of Agenda 21. This brief chapter
recognized that many of the ambitions of the Earth Summit could only be implemented
through the mechanisms of local government. In essence, it sought an effective style of
action planning which delivered a range of adequately funded environmental services
and environment friendly utility services, at the municipal level, through a
democratically accountable process.
Europe is characterized by a long history of municipal governance and civic pride, deep
or rapidly maturing traditions of democracy, sophisticated town planning and public
health legislatures, and the longest-established pollution control measures in the world.
It is somewhat surprising that Local Agenda 21 (LA21), as it has become known, has
had such a significant effect, and that so much of contemporary local environmental
practice has been found wanting when measured against the canons of sustainable
development.
In fact, local responses to the challenge of UNCED have tested European municipal
administrations in a number of fundamental ways. These include:
1. A requirement for the integration of policies and processes related to economy,
society, and the environment, which conflicts with the strong traditions of
professional baronies and governmental departmentalism;
2. The tensions between a system of political legitimation which relies on
representative democracy, in contrast to LA21’s emphasis on participatory
democracy and deliberative processes;
3. An approach to land-use planning which is ends-focused (i.e. sets a number of
targets and actions to be achieved within a specific time period), in contrast to
one which is traditionally means-focused (i.e. based on a suite of policy
statements, which set out general ways in which decisions are to be taken and
proposals approved); and
4. The need to respond to sustainability challenges through a strategy of social
learning, in which collective deliberation is facilitated by the fusion of expert
and citizen science, creating tensions with the expert-led traditions of Europe’s
relatively elitist democracies.
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These factors represent fundamental breaks with past practice and form part of a
pervasive program of social and political modernization. Whilst LA21s have often in
practice been rather flimsy and superficial, they should nonetheless be seen not as a
bolt-on to existing environmental programs, but as part of a sea change in modes of
policy delivery.
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This review of local responses to Agenda 21 in Europe differs to some degree from the
more scientific chapters in this volume. Instead, the discussion assumes that pressures,
states, and diagnoses are largely acknowledged prior to the production of LA21s, and so
focuses on the response phase. This last phase represents a means of addressing a
corpus of cognate issues in an integrated and holistic manner. However, initial
consideration is given to the sustainability pressures associated with functionalist
traditions of environmental, economic, and community planning, which have given rise
to new styles of sustainability planning. Moreover, while LA21s are the main focus, it
should also be noted that the philosophy of sustainable development has influenced
local policy and practice more generally.
At the outset, the objective of the chapter is to examine the interpretation of sustainable
development at the local level in a number of European countries, and to explore the
ways in which this has influenced the nature of various responses. The specific
pressures and activities operating to inhibit the production and implementation of local
sustainability strategies are primarily those of inadequacies in inherited administrative
structures and legal frameworks. These limitations comprise a lack of “joined-up
thinking” with respect to the elements of sustainable development, a lack of fitness of
central and local government for sustainability planning, the lack of local government
capacity (legislative and financial) to pursue key sustainability imperatives, the lack of
political priority and will at all levels of government, and a lack of collaboration
between local authorities and other agents of change.
The pressures associated with disintegrated policy and practice are gradually leading to
a state/condition change in which holistic action becomes more feasible. For example,
local government is increasingly inclined to instigate cross-departmental working
parties and corporate green policies, and thus gradually to break down policy “silos.” In
addition, a number of national and international organizations assist with the networking
of knowledge and good practice, stimulating cross-disciplinary and outward-looking
attitudes. These include, preeminently, the International Council for Local
Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI), and domestic organizations such as Norway’s Forum
for Eco-municipalities and the UK’s Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA,
formerly the Local Government Management Board).
The diagnosis is then made that traditional means of local government are unequal to
the task of delivering sustainable development, so that more innovative measures are
necessary. While Local Agenda 21 has made a timely contribution to integrated action,
its uptake has been extremely uneven. To an extent, all European governments have
concluded that their regulatory apparatus is already extremely elaborate and that Local
Agenda 21 may be superfluous. Nevertheless, some have acknowledged that an
adequate response to the challenges of sustainable development requires extant
protection measures to be streamlined, partnerships to be forged between governmental
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and nongovernmental bodies, and environmental and socioeconomic objectives to be
pursued in a mutually reinforcing fashion.
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Not surprisingly, there has been a spectrum of responses to Agenda 21 at the local level.
In some cases, local government has taken a strong lead and has assured top-level
political and administrative commitment to the production and implementation of its
LA21. Elements of a comprehensive response have typically entailed: the instigation of
roundtables responsible for identifying adverse trends and promoting innovative
policies; the inclusion of citizens and stakeholders in policy design and delivery;
adjustments to the preparation and implementation of planning documents; the inclusion
of business attitudes and needs; preparation of sustainability strategies; collection of
comprehensive information on environmental and socioeconomic indicators; and
implementation of flagship projects. Some responses, by contrast, have been minimalist,
entailing little more than a perfunctory document and a re-badging of existing projects.
Across Europe as a whole, most municipalities have made no response at all, despite
UNCED’s target of 60% participation by 1996.
Although the preceding discussion has emphasized the role of local government in
relation to sustainable development, it is important to remember that municipal
administrations have only limited powers of direct intervention. Consequently, local
responses must rely on the concept of governance rather than government, that is they
must acknowledge that political goals in complex societies and economies can no longer
be achieved solely by state action, but must rely on partnership and collaboration within
public, private, and voluntary alliances. Thus, local authorities must seek to achieve
many of their sustainable development goals through a wider constellation of interests.
While the emphasis in this chapter is on local authorities, some attention is consequently
also paid to the facilitative role of stakeholders who are nonlocal or nonauthoritative.
2. The Nature of Sustainable Development in a Local Government Context

It is unlikely that society will ever agree upon a universally acceptable definition of
sustainable development. For pragmatic reasons, national governments typically adopt
the Brundtland definition, perhaps modifying it to suit particular applications such as
forestry or transport policy. However, with respect to LA21, a key feature is that local
people must feel ownership of the strategy if it is to gain popular support, and so the
definition of sustainability must be both compatible with national statements and yet
locally negotiated. Indeed, several surveys have revealed widespread public ignorance
of sustainable development as a concept and general hostility toward its associated
jargon. Local authorities, therefore, have tended to redefine sustainable development,
and often refer to their LA21s by a more user-friendly term. Official and academic
definitions of sustainable development are often eschewed in favor of plain language
accounts of amenity and livability. This tendency is even more pronounced in countries
that have a high degree of “legal localism,” or where local authorities possess a power
of general competence, and can pursue the local public good on matters where they lack
an explicit legal power or duty, without risk of acting ultra vires. Increasing local
autonomy of this nature is now encouraged by the EU’s commitment to subsidiarity
(devolving power as close as possible to citizens, within national and strategic
constraints). Consequently, the greater the degree of devolution of environmental,
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social, and economic policy responsibility, the greater the probable fluidity in the
definition and interpretation of sustainable development. In some cases, local discourses
are likely to be heavily protectionist and defensive of environmental amenities; in
others, they are more flagrant in their courtship of inward economic investment.
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Although characterized by legal centralism and a reluctant parliamentary attitude toward
subsidiarity, the UK is nevertheless a good exemplar of the types of local response to
Agenda 21, by virtue of the sheer number of strategies and plans that have been
produced. As an example of the flexibility in interpreting sustainable development, one
LA21 in the north of England avoids a specific definition, instead repeating those of the
Brundtland Report and national countryside agencies, and using generic and userfriendly forms of words. Thus, it describes its particular approach in terms of getting the
balance right between environmental concerns, continued economic growth, and social
development/quality of life. Within this context, the purpose of Agenda 21 is described
as: “developing the world’s economies and enhancing the social lifestyles we all desire,
without destroying the natural assets and resources of the planet we live on” (from
Wigan Metropolitan Borough Council’s LA21 in 2000).
It goes on to state that: “Agenda 21 recognized that we will never achieve that fine
balance (often referred to as ‘sustainable development’) without involving every
country, every governing body, every decisionmaker in every organization, business,
industry and trades union, every scientist, designer and teacher and all the world’s
farmers and individual citizens and consumers”.
Reference to LA21 is made almost obliquely, and the authors simply state that the
message of UNCED has been: “. . . translated into a local agreement (a local Agenda
21) between all partners in the process about exactly what needs to be done locally to
ensure that the planet bequeathed to future generations is at least as healthy, as rich in
resources, and as diverse in natural assets as the one we now enjoy.”
This particular example is fairly typical of the ways in which municipalities have sought
to tailor Agenda 21 to the lifestyles and political ethos of their areas, without deterring
local citizens by the use of professional jargon, or potential business investors by the
adoption of antidevelopment language.
The other principal way in which Agenda 21 has been reconciled with geographically
specific circumstances is through modification of the normal business of local
government, such as the production of corporate and land-use plans. This is particularly
significant when considering the direct and service effects of local government: namely,
the impact which the local authority’s own resource consumption has on the
environment, and those indirect impacts associated with the ways their policies
influence other agents’ activities. Consequently, green audits (often conducted under the
framework of ISO14001) reflect a twin necessity for local authorities to put their own
house in order and to influence the activities of their suppliers and clients.
In the UK, land-use plans must conform to national legislation and direction, but local
practice has been significantly influenced by the principles of sustainable development
policy. Most significantly, central government’s guidance on planning policy to
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municipalities has been extensively rewritten to accommodate these new priorities.
Inevitably, the guidance is phrased in flexible terms that reflect the contestation of
UNCED principles between developers and conservationists. Local authorities have not
necessarily been fundamentally greened but have certainly become more attuned to the
delicately poised arguments embodied in national policy guidance. For example, one
structure (strategic land use) plan in the west of England sets out its mission as:
“planning for change in ways that protect and enhance the distinctive environmental
qualities of the County which will assist in attracting new investment and jobs,
improving the quality of life of existing residents and protecting the environment for
future generations” (from Gloucestershire County Council’s revised structure plan in
2000).
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An example of a corporate plan from the UK is illustrated by an example from the south
of England (from Richmond Borough Council’s corporate plan 2000), which states the
Council’s Mission in the following terms:
We aim to enable the residents of Richmond upon Thames to share in a sustainable
society which maintains the Borough’s special environment, enhances services,
employment, commercial life and recreation, and minimizes the use of resources, now
and in the future. We will try to make this happen by:
•
•
•

balancing issues of environment, empowerment and economy;
working together with local people, whether as individuals or through local
societies, the business community and voluntary groups; and
internally developing a management agenda which delivers the Council’s aims,
based on the principles of Best Value.

(Pressures to modernize have latterly been imposed on the UK’s local authorities
through a requirement to achieve Best Value in its services—which can entail
demonstrating sustainable development performance). This is a more sophisticated
concept than the previous financial discipline of accepting the least cost tender, and
requires a community consultation process to justify the selection of options which
deliver multiple benefits in an efficient manner.)
The Council subsequently claims that its work program will be based on the principles
of sustainable development. Thus, the local authority commits itself to agreeing to a set
of priority areas each year on which its resources will be focused, and these broadly
reflect a sustainability ethos (e.g., lifelong learning, environment and economy, healthy
living and antipoverty, community safety, and community governance).
-

-
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