Consuming Cities

This book is about cities as engines of consumption of the world’s environ-
ment, and the spread of policies to reduce their impact. It looks at these
issues by examining the impact of the Rio Declaration and assesses the extent
to which it has made a difference.

Consuming Cities examines this impact using three categories of countries
for examples: first, four countries from the world’s core economies — the
USA, Japan, Germany and Britain; second, the experience of the ‘giant’ states
of China and India; third, the contributors consider the case of smaller
economies by including two pairs of countries from north and south of the
equator — Sweden and Poland, and Australia and Indonesia. Each of these
final pairs includes one ‘developed’ and one ‘developing’ country.

All the contributors have direct experience of the urban environment and
urban policies in the countries about which they write, and offer an author-
itative commentary that serves to bring the urban ‘consumption’ dimension
of ecologically sustainable development into sharper focus. It critically eval-
uates the success of the Rio Declaration and considers the wider question
of global governance for the ecological regulation of cities.
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Preface

This book is about cities as engines of consumption of the world’s environ-
ment, and the spread of policies to reduce their impact. In the first part of
the book we set the scene by discussing the question of cities as environ-
mental systems for consumption. We consider the global setting of the
environmental crisis, and the possibility of moving beyond current trans-
national institutions and environmental regimes (within the United Nations
framework) for resolving questions of justice and the environment. The second
part, which is the core of the book, is a collection of separately authored
national studies under the rubric of ecological sustainability and environ-
mental justice which seek to assess the impact of the Rio Declaration and
Agenda 21 on the environmental regulation of cities in different nations.
The national studies enable us to draw some tentative general conclusions
in the final chapter about ‘consuming cities’, their governance, and the
discourse of ecologically sustainable development.

Until recently there was relatively little reference in environmental discourse
to the role of cities in the future of the global environment. The Rio confer-
ence made an important contribution to changing that lack of focus. Nature
was no longer viewed either as a resource supporting the world’s population
or as an idealised ‘other’ — other, that is, than urban. The urban and natural
environments were rather seen as an indivisible matrix in which human and
natural processes interact. Increasingly the world order governed by the
competitive market pits cities and their governments against one another. In
this world of competing cities the place of the nation-state is equivocal, yet
the state remains the primary source of authoritative regulation.

Following the Rio conference it has become even clearer that the environ-
mental regulation of cities is crucial to the future of the planetary ecosystem.
The Toronto-based International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives
is promoting adoption of local Agenda 21s by city governments. However,
the momentum generated by the United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development (UNCED) is flagging, the successful negotiation of
an effective regime to phase out production of ozone depleting gases has
not been repeated in other critical areas such as biodiversity and climate
change.
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The aims of the book are as follows:

1 to bring the urban ‘consumption’ dimension of ecologically sustainable
development into sharper focus;

2 to evaluate critically the success of the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21
as a means of bringing about proper regulation (in the urban domain)
of the global environment for a sustainable society;

3 to consider the wider question of global governance for the ecological
regulation of cities, and what further development of global institutions
might be needed.

The national coverage is necessarily selective. The key assumption governing
the selection of national studies is that the relationship between a national
state and the global economy is an influential factor (though by no means
the only or even necessarily the most significant factor) in the nation’s response
to the Rio Declaration. Underlying this assumption are two questions: to
what extent is urban environmental regulation today a matter for interven-
tion at global level? And what form might the institutions developed for this
purpose take?

Following the above assumption, four countries were chosen from the
world’s core economies: the USA, Japan, Germany and Britain. The experi-
ence of giant states — in both population and economic potential — is then
considered: China and India. Whatever happens in these countries is of pivotal
importance for the urban success of global initiatives like the Rio conven-
tion. The case of the smaller countries is included by considering two pairs
of countries from the North and the South: Sweden and Poland, Australia
and Indonesia. Each pair includes one ‘developed’ and one ‘developing’
country. In all cases the authors have direct experience of the urban envi-
ronment and urban policies in the countries concerned.

Large areas of the world have of course been left out. Limited space in
the book meant that only a small sample of countries could be covered. For
instance we have not been able to cover the regions of Africa, the
Commonwealth of Independent States (Russia and associated countries), or
South America. Each of these regions has a different experience from our
small sample of countries, and each region’s experience is different from the
others. Experiences of different countries within regions also varies: we are
not suggesting here that Sweden’s experience is the same as all Scandinavian
countries, nor that Germany and Britain are similar to France and Italy, nor
that Indonesia’s experience is common to all South East Asian nations.
Commentaries on such vast and complex nations as China and India must
be regarded as partial surveys. Another limitation of the book is the different
perspectives which the authors bring to bear on the questions posed. Though
they are all urbanists, we cannot say that the authors of national studies view
the world through the lens of a common political perspective or academic
discipline. But this variation may also be seen as representing one aspect of
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reality — in which perspectives differ. Commonality of purpose was to some
degree assisted by a face-to-face workshop in 1997. Despite these limitations,
however, we think our main intention has been achieved: namely, to bring
the question of consuming cities into focus and to test some assumptions
against the experience of distinguished observers of urban policy around
the world.

The book is truly a co-operative international effort, not only among the
editors but with all the contributors. The idea for the book was first mooted
during a visit by Nick Low in 1996 to the Centre for Housing and Urban
Research at the University of Orebro. It was followed up in meetings between
Nick and Brendan Gleeson at the Urban Research Program of the Australian
National University (Canberra) and further developed in the following year
when most of the authors came together at a workshop of the 1997 confer-
ence on Environmental Justice at the University of Melbourne (http://www.
arbld.unimelb.edu.au/envjust/). Thanks are due both to the Centre for
Housing and Urban Research and the Faculty of Architecture, Building and
Planning of the University of Melbourne for hosting these occasions. The
British Council through its New Images programme generously supported
the visit to Melbourne by Professor Andrew Blowers. Preparation of Chapter
4 on the USA would not have been possible without the research assistance
provided by Anne Leavitt-Gruberger and Liesje DiDonato. Helpful comments
on earlier versions of this chapter were provided by participants in the
Melbourne workshop, the Urban Affairs Colloquium at the University of
Delaware, and the CUPR faculty seminar at Rutgers University. The authors
of Chapter 6 on Germany and the editors wish to acknowledge the help of
Professor Klaus Kunzmann of the Faculty of Spatial Planning of the University
of Dortmund for his earlier draft, and especially for his comments on the
Ministry of Regional Planning in the sustainability process and the results of
the United Nations Habitat II conference. The editors also wish to acknowl-
edge the participation of Dr Renat Perelet of the Institute for Systems Analysis,
Russian Academy of Sciences (Moscow), for his participation in the Melbourne
workshop and to thank him for his paper on Russia which failed to be turned
into a chapter only because of technical problems of communication.

Most especially the editors would like to thank the authors of the national
studies for their work and for their patience in the editorial process.

The editors
November 1998






1 Cities as consumers of the
world’s environment

Brendan Gleeson and Nicholas Low

Since most of us spend our lives in cities and consume goods imported from
all over the world, we tend to experience nature merely as a collection of
commodities or a place for recreation, rather than the very source of our lives
and well-being.

(Wackernagel and Rees, 1996: 7)

Introduction

In the past, cities have borne witness to humanity’s struggle for ascendancy
over nature. The city has been a haven where humanity could escape the
caprice of the natural world, a vantage point from which nature could be
safely consumed, experienced and enjoyed. But escape from nature assumed
an infinite cornucopia. In the world which is fast taking shape cities as engines
of consumption are turbocharged — world consumption expenditures rose six
times between 1950 and 1998 (UNDP, 1998a). Yet at the same time it is
increasingly understood that ‘nature’ is finite, the cornucopia may empty,
and the social health of the city depends upon its integration within natural
ecological systems (Breheny, 1990: 9.4 cited in Haughton and Hunter, 1994:
10; Urry, 1995; Wackernagel and Rees, 1996; Bell, 1997).

This growing appreciation of the interrelationship between cities and the
‘natural’ world is encouraging a convergence of ecology with city planning.
This convergence has brought with it new perspectives. The idea of social
justice grew up with the industrial city and the close juxtaposition of great
wealth and great poverty. The city became the site of constant struggles
between conflicting groups and classes. Of course that struggle was always
in large part over the environment and its qualities. But the environment
was ‘urban’, localised and subdivided, and the struggles were contained within
city administrations and nation-states. Today’s environmental struggles sited
in the city cannot be contained in this way. Not only has a globalised corpo-
rate sector pitted cities (as well as nation-states) against one another in a
nexus of market relations, but the entire global system of corporate relations,
of which city administrations are increasingly part, is responsible for the health
or sickness of the whole planetary environment. Just as urbanisation brought
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into focus the question of social justice at the national level, so today’s global
processes of development bring into focus that of environmental justice at
global level (see Low and Gleeson, 1998).

As argued by Habermas (1995) and Dryzek (1997), discourses co-ordinate
social action:

A discourse is a shared set of assumptions and capabilities embedded in
language that enables its adherents to assemble bits of sensory informa-
tion that come their way into coherent wholes. So any discourse involves
a shared set of basic, often unspoken, understandings.

(Dryzek, 1999: 268)

Discourses shape the development of institutional rules. But discourses are
also embedded in other relationships of power, notably economic power.
There are, of course, many different discourses at work in the political
world today, and the particular mixture of discourses and its relationship
with economic and institutional power structures amounts to a model of
development.

In the first section of this chapter we interrogate the discourse of urban
ecological sustainability. We outline the scope of the discourse and its
principles for protection of the global environment. We then consider the
model of development which is dominant today. We argue that, while sustain-
able development is a contested concept and problematic in implementation,
the discourse has the potential to guide development in a benign direction.
However, sustainable development today appears to be playing only a
supporting and apologetic role in a model of development which is increas-
ingly dominated by a discourse of market co-ordinated, competitive growth.
We raise the question on which this collection of essays is intended to throw
some light: how far bas the disconrse of urban sustainability, promoted at the
Rio ‘Earth Summit’ of 1992 and at subsequent international fora, penetrated
the world’s national urban policy systems?

In the second section we show why there is reason to question whether
urban sustainability has made much headway. The evidence suggests that
the world of cities is not moving towards ecological sustainability. Quite the
contrary. Cities throughout the world appear to be faced with a forced choice
between economic prosperity and environmental responsibility. We question
the spatially fetishised concept of the ‘individual’ city handed down from
antiquity and now part of a discourse of ‘competing cities’ and ‘city-
marketing’. We argue that cities must be viewed in their global economic
context. Such a view demands that the problematic of cities be considered
anew, and inevitably within a framework of global governance.
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Sustainable development and the changing model of
growth

The Fordist prospectus of endless economic growth which accompanied the
post-war ‘long boom’, was challenged in the 1970s by ecologists who pointed
to the Earth’s limited capacity to service economic development (Hardin,
1968; Ehrlich, 1971; The Ecologist, 1972; Meadows et al., 1974). The oil
shocks of the 1970s reinforced this challenge by demonstrating in practice
how dependent whole economic systems were upon a single natural resource.
Dependence coupled with limits added up to a serious threat to prosperity.
The continuing agenda of the United Nations since the Second World
War was the extension of the current development model to the so-called
“Third World’. So any abatement of the growth model, just as it was begin-
ning to spread outward, would prevent the many from joining the prosperity
of the few developed core nations. As is well known, the General Assembly
of the United Nations in 1983 established an independent commission chaired
by Gro Harlem Brundtland, Prime Minister of Norway, to find ways in which
economic development and growth could be reconciled with conservation of
the Earth’s environment and ecological systems. The full text of the oft
quoted definition of sustainable development reveals the UN agenda:

Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable — to ensure
that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs. The concept of sustain-
able development does imply limits — not absolute limits but limitations
imposed by the present state of technology and social organization on
environmental resources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb
the effects of human activities. But technology and social organization
can be both managed and improved to make way for a new era of
economic growth. The Commission believes that widespread poverty is
no longer inevitable. Poverty is not only an evil in itself, but sustainable
development requires meeting the basic needs of all and extending to

all the opportunity to fulfill their aspirations for a better life.
(United Nations World Commission on Environment and
Development, 1987: 8)

The idea of sustainable development was from the start embedded in a
particular model of growth with specific ethical content. That model has now
changed. The 1970s model is based on the assumption of a virtuous form
of growth in which the masses come to share in a general prosperity in which
everyone’s needs are met. Sustainable development originally expressed the
concern to continue with this model while acknowledging limits to natural
environmental resources. The model was carried forward in a number of UN
fora and institutions (Habitat, UNEP, UNDP, the Rio Earth Summit and
Rio Plus Five).
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The 1970s model portrayed a socially sustainable capitalism. Where markets
and enterprises did not meet human need, then governments would step in.
This is the model of the welfare state explicated in the precepts of Keynes
(1931, 1936), Myrdal (1956), Rawls (1971) and Shue (1980). A model
which is both socially and ecologically sustainable has not yet emerged.
Meanwhile the prospect of social sustainability has radically changed.
Globalisation of the economy imposes a discipline which is patently no longer
consistent with the spread of equality and the meeting of need. Since the
1970s the world has moved significantly backwards to an earlier model of
capitalism, and this move has made ‘ecologically and socially sustainable devel-
opment’ a much more distant prospect.

The disconvse of urban sustainable development

What then is the scope of the discourse of urban sustainable development?
The term ‘sustainable development’ can be understood in different ways.
Thus, for example, Munasinghe (1993: 3) finds three approaches to sustain-
able development: the economic approach based on the idea of maximising
income while sustaining ‘natural capital’, the ecological approach focusing
on stabilisation of biological and physical systems and maintaining bio-
diversity, and the socio-cultural approach which stresses equity within and
between generations. In this latter approach, ‘preservation of cultural diver-
sity across the globe, and the better use of knowledge concerning sustain-
able practices embedded in less dominant cultures, should be pursued’
(ibid.). Mitlin and Satterthwaite (1996: 24) observe that, ‘for many
people writing on sustainable development, it is different aspects of devel-
opment or of human activities that have to be sustained — for instance
sustaining economic growth or “human” development or achieving social or
political sustainability’.

In these authors’ view, ‘meeting the needs of the present’ includes economic
need: access to an adequate livelihood, economic security, social, cultural and
health needs, environmental need: healthy, safe and affordable shelter, homes,
workplaces and living environments free from environmental hazards, and
the need for choice and control of homes and neighbourhoods; and finally
political needs: participation in political decision-making within a broader
framework guaranteeing civil and political rights ‘and the implementation
of environment legislation’. ‘ Without compromising the ability of future gener-
ations to meet their own meeds’ means minimising the use or waste of
non-renewable resources, the sustainable use of renewable resources, and
ensuring that wastes from cities are kept within the absorptive capacity of
local and global sinks (Mittlin and Satterthwaite, 1996: 31-2). In a normative
analysis, Haughton and Hunter (1994: 17) identify three principles for sustain-
able development: intergenerational equity, social justice and transfrontier
responsibility. Essentially these are principles of justice — between genera-
tions, between social classes and strata, and between places: ‘where feasible,
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the impacts of human activity should not involve an uncompensated geograph-
ical distribution of environmental problems’ (ibid.).

There is a difference between anthropocentric positions emphasising the
meeting of human needs both now and in the future, and the more ecocen-
tric positions of those who believe that the earth and its ecosystems have
intrinsic value and should be allowed to develop in their own manner without
separate reference to the needs of humans. To capture this dimension of
sustainable development Baker et al. (1997: 8-18) erect a ladder of sustain-
able development. The bottom rung they term the ‘treadmill” of development
(Simon and Kahn, 1984). In this approach there is faith that technological
development will solve all future environmental problems, the natural envi-
ronment is viewed exclusively as the resource base for development. The
further spread of international capitalism is given an unqualified welcome.
On the next rung, ‘weak sustainable development’, we typically find the work
of Pearce et al. (1989) who argue that environmental problems emerging
from capitalist markets can be solved through the appropriate application of
the principles of neoclassical economics. Both these rungs we have elsewhere
termed ‘market environmentalism’ (Low and Gleeson, 1998: 160). The next
rung is ‘strong sustainable development’. Here the model of development
must be politically adapted to ensure that production is geared towards envi-
ronmental protection which is viewed as a precondition of development. This
is akin to Blowers’s (1996) interpretation of ‘ecological modernisation’ which
demands the reduction of waste and pollution through technological improve-
ments, the refinement of markets and regulatory frameworks to better reflect
ecological priorities, and the ‘greening’ of social and corporate values and
practices. In similar vein Weale (1992) envisages a highly interventionist state
and commends, for example, the Swedish and Netherlands practices. Christoff
(1996) divides ecological modernisation itself into ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ vari-
ants placing at the ‘strong’ end the work of Beck (1995) which demands a
‘reflexive’ modernity in which governments learn from experience (see also
Dryzek, forthcoming).

At the top of the ladder Baker et al. (1997) locate the ‘ideal model’ of
sustainable development. We think ‘radical’ is a more accurate term than
‘ideal’ since what is demanded is deeply rooted change in human values and
institutions. This is. the ‘deep ecology’ approach advocated by those such
as Naess (1989), Ekins (1992), Goldsmith (1992) and Echlin (1996). In
this ecocentric approach both humans and non-humans have intrinsic value
and the latter cannot be reduced to mere instruments for the use of the
former. What is to be sustained is not the spread of ‘development’ as in
the Brundtland model or the global capitalism of market environmentalism,
but the integrity of the Earth’s ecosystems. There is, however, more than
one model at the top of the ladder. Ecosocialism (Pepper, 1993; O’Connor,
1994; Schwartzman, 1996) and ecoanarchism (Bookchin, 1990, 1995a,
1995b) are two radical models with an anthropocentric stance. Ecofeminist
models (Mathews, 1991; Merchant, 1992, 1996; Plumwood, 1993, 1997)



6 B. Gleeson and N. Low

also have a strong claim to a place on the radical top rung and, though
generally ecocentric, must be distinguished from the models of the deep
ecologists.

Sustainable development, then, is about the achievement on a global scale
of three principles: economic development, social justice and ecological
responsibility. These principles exhibit a dialectical tension. Sustainable devel-
opment is in practice always likely to be a shifting compromise among them.
The weight given to each of these principles in different philosophical
approaches varies greatly and it may be argued that in some variants only
two are present: for instance economic development and ecological respon-
sibility in market environmentalism, and ecological responsibility and social
justice in the ecocentric model. The common element is ‘ecological respon-
sibility” without which the discourse of sustainability cannot be distinguished
from its antecedents.

Much of the literature explores the nature of the goals to be pursued, the
policies and programmes (economic and institutional) to be formulated, the
problems of implementation of sustainable development and difficulties with
the interpretation of knowledge in a highly politicised discourse (see for
example Blowers, 1993; Lidskog, 1996). The interpretive and implementa-
tional difficulties are considerable but they do not seem insuperable (any
more than other contested political principles such as participation, justice
or democracy). There seems little doubt that the three principles can be
reconciled. The question, though, is will they? More precisely, will the current
model of economic development associated with globalisation deliver all three?

The model of economic development

At first the trajectory of world capitalist expansion seemed destined to fulfil
the agenda of development. Definite improvements in Third World living
standards were noted (World Bank, 1991, 1992). The collapse of commu-
nism and the revelation of immense environmental problems in the former
command economies made the capitalist growth model seem comparatively
attractive (Carter and Turnock, 1993; Kapuscinski, 1994). In recent writing
on sustainable development, however, there is growing concern that the
model of global development which has sprung from the demise of Fordism
is restricting the spread of both social justice and ecological responsibility
(Lipietz, 1992). Rees (1992), argues that the economic logic of globalisa-
tion of production and the expansion of trade means that cities no longer
feel the effects in any direct sense of their impact on the earth’s environ-
ment. The governments of highly developed cities can import all the necessities
— and luxuries — of life from far afield and export most of their wastes.
Stephen Lewis, former Canadian ambassador to the United Nations, noted
that the message of the Brundtland Report, which spoke to issues of the
poor and homeless, the vulnerable and disadvantaged, ‘has largely been disre-
garded by much of Western society, interested as it is in the balance sheets
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and in whether a given project results in more or less of the “permissible”
levels of environmental degradation’ (cited in Stren et al., 1992: 5-6).

The 1996 report of the UN Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat,
1996) expresses an increased sense of urgency and even impatience: ‘Already
more than 600 million people in cities and towns throughout the world are
homeless or live in life- and health-threatening situations. Unless a revolu-
tion in urban problem solving takes place, this numbing statistic will triple
by the time the next century passes its first quarter’ (ibid: xxi). The report
argues that the problems of cities arise from inadequate planning: “The need
for planning becomes ever more necessary in the light of the increased social,
economic, and environmental impacts of urbanization, growing consumption
levels and renewed concerns for sustainable development since the adoption
of Agenda 21’ (ibid: xxxi). But where, in the current model of economic
development, do we find demands for more planning, which, of necessity,
entails more #ntervention by governments?

The Habitat report draws attention to a number of global changes which
make adequate planning highly problematic. Debt burdens have meant that
more and more countries have had to curtail expenditure on essential human
services and physical infrastructure (Habitat, 1996: 8). Structural adjustment
programmes (often enforced by the IMF) have made it increasingly difficult
for national governments to find the funds to maintain, let alone improve,
the quality of life of city populations (ibid: 162). The control of world trade
has become much more centralised and ‘national and city governments have
increasingly sought to ensure their countries or cities remain competitive’
(ibid: 9). While there have been substantial gains world-wide over the last
30 to 40 years, the report remarks, ‘There is a growing body of data showing
a slowing in social progress or even a halt or decline in some countries during
the 1980s’ (ibid: 99). The world’s wealthiest cities ‘have, to a considerable
degree, transferred the environmental costs that their concentration of produc-
tion and consumption represents from their region to other regions and
global systems’ (ibid: 155).

Discussions of the normative meaning of sustainable development, of
programmes and policies addressing both markets and government institu-
tions, of implementation issues and empirical evidence of failure to meet
underlying principles remain today important, but their focus has been
directed more towards the efforts of individual cities, nations and localities
and at the positive requirements of sustainability than to the underlying global
conditions in which these activities take place. If the basic model of
global economic development being pursued by the powerful governors
of the world economy is blocking sustainable development, then it is this
model which must now become the focus of attention.

The period in which the discourse of sustainable development flourished
and matured was also a period in which the model of global development
changed very rapidly. Among the first to conceptualise this change were soci-
ologists, human geographers (Harvey, 1987, 1989b; Lash and Urry, 1987)
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and neo-Marxist regulation theorists (Aglietta, 1974; Lipietz, 1985; Leborgne
and Lipietz, 1988; Hirsch and Roth, 1987; Esser and Hirsch, 1989). In
reality the so-called Fordist model was neither a global model - that is, a
model for the whole matrix of the global economy — nor a universally adopted
national model. There were many ‘Fordisms’. Some contained a high degree
of egalitarian democracy (Sweden, Germany), others were in varying degrees
authoritarian (Singapore) or libertarian (USA, UK). Yet they all shared a
concern for social security as a condition of economic development. These
models are now being transformed by a wilder capitalism which erodes social
security.

The shape of the emerging model has, since the early 1990s, become clearer.
Lipietz as early as 1989 characterised the new ‘societal paradigm’ as ‘liberal-
productivism’. Deregulation, free trade, technological change, each justifying
the other two ‘like three mice chasing their tails’ (Lipietz, 1992: 31). The
consequences of this paradigm are intensified social polarisation, economic
instability and ecological destruction. Certainly Lipietz’s characterisation has a
particular French flavour to it. But there are definite commonalities in
observations from Britain (Hutton, 1995), the USA (Harrison and Bluestone,
1990, Athanasiou, 1998), Ireland (Douthwaite, 1992) and Germany (Martin
and Schumann, 1997). The United Nations has added its own analysis to the
literature of social and economic polarisation in the global economy (United
Nations Development Programme, 1998a, 1998Db).

Though these critiques vary in analytical focus and normative stance, they
tell basically the same story. Since the early 1980s the gap between rich and
poor has expanded in the developed world. Average living standards have
declined, especially real wage levels (Douthwaite, 1992). Social polarisation
is growing fast. The earlier analyses speak of an ‘hour glass society’ (Lipietz,
1992: 35) or a ‘two thirds/one third society’ (Hutton, 1995). Later work
speaks of a ‘twenty/eighty society’ (Martin and Schumann, 1997). In this
social prospectus 20 percent of the society has at least a comfortable, and at
most a highly luxurious lifestyle derived in various ways from the profits of
the corporate sector and financial institutions, 80 percent of the society either
scrapes a living with temporary and casual work or, at worst, falls into periods
of unemployment poorly compensated by the state, and health-threatening
poverty. Twenty percent of the population consume 80 percent of the avail-
able environmental resources. ‘Inequalities in consumption are stark. Globally,
the 20% of the world’s people in the highest-income countries account for
86% of total private consumption expenditures — the poorest 20%, a minus-
cule 1.3%’ (United Nations Development Programme, 1998a, Summary,
p. 2). Wackernagel and Rees (1996: 13-14) observe that the share of con-
sumption of the earth’s resources by the rich nations has been steadily
increasing; North Americans now consume three times the global average:
‘If everyone on Earth lived like the average Canadian or American, we would
need at least three such planets to live sustainably’ (ibid.: 13, and see Habitat,
1996: 155).
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Signs that a country is doing less than it might to serve the short term
profit needs of the major global financial institutions now bring instant retal-
iation from the markets in the form of speculation against the currency. What
Martin and Schumann (1997: 41-6) describe with a sense of horror, Mexico
1995 — devaluation followed by the biggest financial rescue package in history
— was repeated in double measure less than three years later for the mighty
economic ‘tigers’ of East Asia. The impact of this financial meltdown on
East Asian societies is incalculable. The new middle class has been badly hurt
(see Chapter 13, this volume). During the crisis the world saw pictures of
Koreans giving away their life savings in gold to the Korean government to
pay back the IMF loans which, as the Harvard economist Jeffrey Sachs has
acknowledged, are designed to help a few dozen international banks escape
losses on risky loans (Hewett, 1998). Just as social strife increased in Mexico
following the ‘rescue’, so it has followed in Indonesia, which was already
moving into a period of political instability with the ageing of the Suharto
regime, and Malaysia. The Asian crisis has now left the US dollar and European
currencies bloated against Asian currencies. The crisis has spread to Russia
and is propagating into Latin America, Canada and Australia. As we write,
the US banking system is beginning to feel the effects. China cannot be
immune.

This is a very different picture of development from the optimistic one
promulgated in the Brundtland Report. We have seen the diminishing size
of the middle band in society. Are we also now beginning to see the dimin-
ishing size of the top? Will the prospectus stop at 20:80 or move in ten
years to 10:90 or yet further? Such a scenario bespeaks world deflation and
depression. The question of the environment, both ‘green’ and ‘brown’, has
now been problematised in global terms (Douthwaite, 1992; Lipietz, 1992,
1995, 1996; Martin and Schumann, 1997; Athanasiou, 1998). Let us now
turn to the environmental question which is central to this book, the envi-
ronment of cities, in this apparently new (since the late 1970s) but perhaps
merely geographically restructured global system. In what follows we postu-
late a nexus of contextual issues which will later be reviewed in the light of
commentaries on national urban policy systems (Chapters 3 to 13).

The urban environment in the global economy

Certain urban sustainability discourses have tended to assume that the city
is an autonomous entity whose ecological health can be ensured through the
regulation of endogenous social processes and the improvement of physical
infrastructure. We argue against any such attempt to divorce the city from
the broader contexts that sustain it. Indeed, as Harding and Le Gales (1997)
have argued, countering the new urban problems and polarising tendencies
thrown up by competitive entrepreneurialism is increasingly understood by
urban governments in Europe to require national (and supra-national) inter-
ventions. In the contemporary world, the processes of economic and political



10 B. Gleeson and N. Low

globalisation have extended the horizons of the social and environmental
systems that support individual cities. Indeed, globalisation has enhanced the
integration of cities and their supporting systems within new regional, national
and supra-national networks and alliances.

Increasingly, social scientists speak of urbanisation as a global phenom-
enon, which is to say a process that must be understood by reference to its
wider systemic causes. Yet today’s dominant discourse of ‘planning’ for cities
is marked by two contradictory propositions. On the one hand we are invited
to believe in the autarchy of cities as competing corporations — a concept
which perhaps parallels that of the ‘sovereignty’ of consumers — and on the
other hand we are told that global market relations are the principal deter-
minants of city fortunes and that city-corporations must now conform or
perish.

From the perspective of sustainability or ‘ecological rationality’ (Dryzek,
1987), it is of critical importance to understand how political and economic
globalisation have changed the systemic context for urbanisation. Such an
understanding will help to clarify both the ecological significance of cities
and the appropriateness of the many strategies and theories that have been
forwarded under the rubric of ‘urban-sustainability’. In what follows, we
shall examine this broader context of urbanisation from five systemic perspec-
tives: demographic, economic, political-cultural, environmental and ecological.
We emphasise the dynamic instability of this set of contexts and conceive
cities as nodes with both centrifugal and centripetal functions — within these
overlapping, interdependent, and sometimes contradictory, systems. Our key
interest here is in the ecological consequences of the contemporary global
context of urbanisation.

The demographic context: destabilised population growth

Cities are demographic phenomena: concentrations of population marked by
various age, sex and health characteristics. Although cities are also concen-
trations of animal life, we are here concerned primarily with people. Although
the rate of world population growth is diminishing, the number of humans
continues to rise (from about 4.2 billion to about 5.7 billion over the last
two decades). By one recent estimate, the world population will reach 7.2
billion by 2010, though annual growth rates will differ greatly among regions,
ranging from 2.5 percent for Africa to —0.1 percent for Europe (UNDPCSD,
1997a). Moreover, urbanisation is continuing rapidly, meaning that this
expanding population will increasingly reside in cities. In 1950 just 29 percent
of the world’s population lived in urban areas; by 1994, the proportion had
risen to 45 percent and, by 2005, the United Nations expects that the
majority of the world’s population will live in urban areas, and approximately
40 percent of this urban population will be children (UNCHS, 1996: 20).

Not surprisingly, the United Nations sees human settlements in particular
cities as key influences on humanity’s environmental and social well-being in
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the coming century. The contemporary human settlement pattern is marked
by rapid urbanisation, an increasing land area taken up by cities, and the
growth of mega-cities, especially in the developing world. The term ‘wild
urbanisation’ has been coined to describe the explosive growth of developing
cities (Altvater, 1997). Of the fifteen largest urban agglomerations in 1950,
four were in developing countries. In 1997 eleven out of fifteen are located
in developing countries. These cities are already facing severe problems of
urban degradation, industrial pollution, waste generation and general conges-
tion (UNDPCSD, 1997a: 4). The United Nations believes that in 2015,
thirteen of the fifteen largest mega-cities will be in developing countries: ten
in Asia, two in Latin America and one in Africa (UNDPCSD, 1997a: 4).
Just two, Tokyo and New York, will be located in the developed world.

City population growth is concentrated in the developing world, where it
averages 5 percent per annum, compared to about 0.6 percent in industri-
alised countries (UNCHS, 1997a). Approximately 55 million people are
currently added to the population of developing cities each year. On the face
of it, this modernisation of developing countries is repeating the pattern of
rural-urban population shifts which characterised historical urbanisation in
the West. However, the rural-urban transition in developing countries has
departed from the Western historical experience by occurring both at a greatly
increased rate and often in the absence of broad-based economic growth
(UNDPCSD, 1997b). In the larger cities of the developing world: Sio Paulo,
Mexico City, Cairo, Lagos, Bombay, Shanghai and Beijing, dizzying rates
of urbanisation mean that these urban areas are experiencing in just one
generation what London went through in ten or Chicago in three
(Harvey, 1996: 43). Urban growth is ‘destabilised” by the ‘combination of
poverty, rapid population growth and environmental damage’ (UNDPCSD,
1997a: 4).

In addition to economic imperatives, a succession of local disturbances,
civil wars, regional conflicts and rural ecological degradation have combined
to encourage migration to cities, both in the developing world and in former
Soviet bloc states. Indeed, ecological problems are emerging as a major source
of forced migration and urbanisation. In 1996, the International Organisation
for Migration (IOM) estimated that 25 million persons are environmentally
displaced world-wide (UNDPCSD, 1997a: 9). Slums and squatter settle-
ments are now home to an estimated 25-30 percent of the urban population
in the developing world (UNDPCSD, 1997b). At the houschold level, there
are also major gulfs between the situations in rich and poor cities: the average
household in developing cities contains 6.5 persons, whilst, in developed
cities, the figure drops to an average of 2.5 persons (UNCHS, 1997a). The
United Nations believes that the situation is deteriorating in the developing
world, especially in African cities where household sizes are rising as real
incomes fall.

This is not the place for a full analysis of global migration patterns and
their connection to urbanisation processes. What we wish to emphasise here
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is the increasing movement of humanity towards city living, and the extra-
ordinary diversity of demographic contexts in which this movement is realised.

The economic context: marketisation, poverty and spatial
polavisation

Since the Second World War, the increasing globalisation of the market
economy has furthered the integration of cities within flows and circuits of
trade and investment. This tendency to integration has been riven by
increasing contradictions at the urban scale, where circuits traced by various
fractions of capital: financial, merchant, industrial-manufacturing, property,
statist and agro-business, intersect in competition for shares of local
economies. Within the global urban system, an upper echelon of world cities
(typically, London, Tokyo and New York) has emerged which is more attuned
to the rhythms of the global economy than to those of the nation-state in
which it is located (Sassen, 1991; Warf, 1996: 40). These urban centres have
played a disproportionate role in the production and transformation of inter-
national economic relations in the late twentieth century. However, no major
city remains completely outside the expanding sphere of market relations,
and all are drawn increasingly within the processes of capitalist urbanisation
(Harvey, 1996: 46).

Cities may be now linked, as never before, in a global economic system,
but this structural unity coexists with, and indeed fosters, a widening gulf
between wealth and social conditions in different urban areas. Some sections
of society in developing nations became enormously enriched, especially in
East Asia (see Chapter 13). Other regions, such as sub-Saharan Africa, suffered
terribly in recent decades as national debt ballooned and real incomes fell,
catalysing political instability and war. In the former Soviet bloc countries,
the introduction of market relations has brought impoverishment and inse-
curity for many, creating new elites and power alliances, and fostering the
growth of informal economic sectors. Globalisation, then, has been a deeply
duplicitous process causing both heightened integration of national economies
and international policy convergence on the ideal of free trade, whilst at the
same time encouraging new forms of political instability, social fragmenta-
tion and environmental stress — which we discuss below (see also UNCHS,
1996: 2).

Within the Western world, social commentary points to the ‘postmod-
ernisation’ of cities, meaning énter alia increases in both cultural pluralisation
and social polarisation, and the rise of new, flexible patterns of consumption
and production that have served in recent decades to renew the processes of
capitalist accumulation (Harvey, 1989a). As the key intersection points for
ever expanding global flows of traded goods, money and services, Western
cities can now offer their citizens (at least those who can pay) new consump-
tion patterns drawn from nearly every imaginable geographical and cultural
context. The fabulous expansion in the range and origins of traded goods
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results both from the proliferation of tastes, associated with complex changes
to culture, mobility and production, and the increasing availability of cheap
commodities produced in developing countries. But, as Harvey puts it: ‘urban-
ization in the advanced capitalist countries . . . has not in recent history been
about sustaining bioregions, ecocomplexes, or anything other than sustaining
the accumulation of capital’ (1996: 46).

This contemporary pattern of renewing accumulation through rapid urban-
isation increases the entropic, and fundamentally anti-ecological, tendencies
of the market: ‘beyond a certain point, the continuous growth of the economy
... can be purchased only at the expense of increasing disorder (entropy) in
the ecosphere’ (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996: 43, and see Altvater, 1993,
1997). It is often claimed that new communication technologies slow the
rate of entropy by reducing the need for travel and the transport of goods.
However, this claim is doubtful given the demonstrated power of these new
technologies to reshape cultural horizons and thus encourage greater mobility
by the many who can now afford to travel by air and motor transport (see
UNCHS, 1997b: 13).

As the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) put it recently,
“Today’s consumption is undermining the environmental resource base. It is
exacerbating inequalities. And the dynamics of the consumption—poverty—
inequality—environment nexus are accelerating’ (UNDDP, 1998a: 1). The gulf
between the developed and developing world is widening. Whilst consump-
tion per capita of industralised countries has been steadily rising over the last
quarter of a century, at about 2.3 percent annually, growth has been slow
or stagnant in many parts of the developing world. According to the UNDP,
“The average African household today consumes 20% less than it did 25 years
ago’ (1998a: 2). Overall, the amount of people in the world living in poverty
is increasing steadily (UNDPCSD, 1997c¢: 8). The absolute poor now number
about 1.3 billion people. Noting World Bank data on poverty and living
conditions for the period 1987-93 (Table 1.1), there appears to have been
some improvement in one important indicator of well-being, infant mortality,
in even the poorest regions, such as sub-Saharan Africa. However, this
welcome finding must be measured against the other data which show a
significant rise in the absolute numbers of poor globally, concentrated in
certain regions (Latin America/Caribbean, sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia)
(UNDPCSD, 1997c: 8). Moreover, mortality rates remain catastrophically
high in much of sub-Saharan Africa. In Sierra Leone, for example, the UNDP
estimated in 1995 that 50 percent of the national population would die
before reaching the age of 40 — Uganda, Malawi, Zambia, Guinea Bissau
and Chad all had similarly high mortality rates (UNDP, 1998b).

In developed countries there has also been an appreciable increase in polar-
isation as a result of cuts to social protection systems developed in the
aftermath of the Second World War (UNDPCSD, 1997c: 9). One major
study of international income inequality trends in developed countries over
the last two decades found that increases in polarisation had been most



14 B. Gleeson and N. Low
Table 1.1 Trends in world poverty

Incidence of Number of poor Infant
poverty % (millions) mortality
(per 1000)
1987 1990 1993 1987 1990 1993 1987 1993
East Asia and 282 285 26.0 464 468 446 44 35
Pacific
Latin America 22.0 23.0 235 91 101 110 49 43
and Caribbean
Middle East and 4.7 4.3 4.1 10.3 104 107 67 53
North Africa
South Asia 454 430 431 480 480 515 97 84
Sub-Saharan 385 393 391 180 201 219 103 93
Africa
Total 333 329 294 1,225 1,260 1,301 63 54

Source: United Nations Department for Policy Co-ordination and Sustainable Development
(1997¢)

pronounced in countries that have implemented a neo-liberal political-
economic agenda — notably New Zealand and the United Kingdom (Rowntree
Foundation, 1995). The UNDP’s new human poverty index indicates that
contemporary poverty rates range from 7 to 17 percent in developed nations
(UNDP, 1998b: 2).

The increasing disparity in the share of wealth between and within coun-
tries partly explains the explosive rates of urbanisation seen in African, South
Asian and South American countries (UNDPCSD, 1997a: 4). A major source
of this growing disparity is the indebtedness of poor countries to wealthier
nations. The present debt crisis of the developing world, which has lasted
for about ten years, has both eroded living standards and caused a prodi-
gious overexploitation of natural resources (Altvater, 1993: 125). Between
1982 and 1989, the poorer countries transferred a net total of US$236.2
billion to rich nations. By contrast, between 1992 and 1996 total develop-
ment aid provided by countries of the OECD Development Assistance
Committee declined in real terms from US$62 billion to US$50 billion.
Moreover, the share of this aid provided to the least developed countries
also declined during the same period (UNDPCSD, 1997c¢).

In developing cities, social asymmetry is reflected in rigid, and frequently
policed, separations of wealthy and poor residential zones, though extremes
often exist in close proximity. However, Western perspectives of the new
polarisation (e.g. Sudjic, 1996: 36; Atkinson, 1996: 6) may conceal emer-
gent indigenous social and environmental models of development as Jellinek
(Chapter 13) reminds us. Within developed cities: certain life-threatening forms
of poverty, notably homelessness and sweated labour, have increased in recent
decades and diseases of poverty such as tuberculosis have reappeared (Badcock,
1995; Wolch and Dear, 1993; Sassen, 1991). These trends embody many



Cities as consumers of the envivonment 15

socio-structural, regional and environmental changes too complex to detail
here. Suffice it to say that the general worsening of income polarisation in
many developed countries in recent decades has been paralleled by increasing
residential differentiation in most major cities (O’Loughlin and Friedrichs,
1996).

The political-cultuval context: neo-libeval ascendancy and
‘competitive cities’

As Sjolander tells us, globalisation brings with it the internationalisation of
the state and the globalised diffusion of neo-liberalism (cited in Altvater,
1997: 1). Neo-liberalism embodies many nostrums of neo-classical economics
(e.g. the unquestioned benefits of free trade and the verities of competitive
advantage) and combines them with more recent strands of liberal thought,
notably Hayek’s hostility to social justice and Nozick’s erstwhile enthusiasm
for the minimalist state and an etiolated public sphere. Coupled with these
simplistic nostrums goes rhetoric about the generative and supportive effect
of the market for democracy, and the leading effect of the market in the
eradication of poverty. These lies and half-truths are thrust unceasingly before
governments by a world-wide network of ‘independent’ foundations funded
by the transnational corporations (see Self, 1993; Cockett, 1996).

The collapse of the Long Boom in the mid-1970s, and the resulting fiscal
crises of many developed nation-states, ensured a receptive ideological climate
for neo-liberalism. Across the Western world, trade problems mounted, unem-
ployment and inflation soared, and pressure increased dramatically on state
finances. In a climate of stagflationary recession neo-liberal politics gained
ascendancy in the English-speaking world, offering bold solutions — mone-
tarism, deregulation and privatisation — to the twin crises that had beset the
state and the economy. The general effect of these policy shifts was a progres-
sive withdrawal of supportive intervention on the part of the state to
compensate for ‘market failure’ and increased intervention to provide the
‘firm government’ needed to ensure increasing reliance upon the market. At
the same time, the increasing (though often rhetorically exaggerated) impor-
tance of globalisation added weight to the central argument of neo-liberals
that states must surrender their attachment to national economic planning.
However, unemployment levels continue to be high, the quality of working
life has deteriorated, income polarisation has grown, and access to valued
consumption goods and services, including decent housing, has declined for
many. In developed cities, these economic and social changes have been
revealed in new geographic patterns of employment and industry, and, as
explained earlier, rising levels of residential segregation.

Whilst long seen as the English-speaking disease (Bennetts, 1997), neo-
liberal ideology and policies have in the 1990s gained new purchase in
Continental Europe, former Soviet bloc states and the developing world.
Although often encountering fierce political resistance in many of these
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regional contexts, sponsorship by powerful international bodies, such as the
OECD and the World Bank, has seen neo-liberalism make steady advances
in most national policy frameworks. In some regions, notably the EU, neo-
liberalism has percolated deeply through layers of national and regional
governance, but has encountered increasing popular antipathy, and in some
cases, dramatic and widespread resistance (e.g. trade union led protests in
France and Germany during 1996). The ideology’s power derives partly from
its apparent common-sense affirmation of the enormous concrete changes
that globalisation has brought to most nations, including exposure to new
technologies that speed the process of communication and trade and inflate
corporate managerial structures whilst reducing the effectiveness of national
regulatory systems. Neo-liberalism appears as the ideological corollary of glob-
alisation by insisting that market relations are spaceless as well as timeless,
and can neither be contained within national policy frameworks nor avoided.

Like most other domains of public policy, city planning and urban servicing
have increasingly been made servants of neo-liberal political economy in many
Western countries (see for example Forster, 1995: 70). The processes of
economic globalisation, technological change, state fiscal crisis and neo-liberal
politics have combined to encourage a spiralling place competition between
cities eager to attract investment capital. Harvey (1989b) tells us that in
Western (particularly English-speaking) cities, the character of urban gover-
nance has shifted from managerialism to entrepreneurialism, though arguably
managerialism has merely changed to reflect the corporate form. Cities have
been recast as players in a rough and tumble pursuit of highly mobile capital,
a game played both in national and international leagues (Warf, 1996).

Allied with this new urban entrepreneurialism has been an increasing
emphasis on deregulation, the removal of land-use and other spatial controls
which supposedly cause frictions for development (e.g. see Fainstein, 1991;
also Gaffikin and Warf, 1993, on the United States and Britain, and Badcock,
1995, and Stilwell, 1993, on Australia). Throughout the West, by the 1990s,
orthodox welfarist prescriptions to combat urban decay had been greatly
discredited, including even the bastions of state welfarism in Scandinavia (see
Chapter 10). The new urban agenda heralded the saving graces of an ‘enter-
prise’ culture which alone would liberate marginalised populations from their
demoralising dependencies (Warf, 1996: 41).

In summary, it can be said that urban policy has failed to prevent, and
perhaps even abetted, the worsening spatial polarisation evident in Western
cities. Planning in many contexts has been given over to trickle down
economics that have clearly failed to enrich any but the wealthy, the cultural
elites, and the locationally advantaged. One notable departure from this
depressing assessment is the recent urban and environmental policy thrust of
the EU, where there has been a noticeable shift towards new and strength-
ened forms of spatial regulation (Newman and Thornley, 1996).

What are the possible consequences of the shift to urban entrepreneurialism?
In particular, what prospects does the increasingly obligatory game of place
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competition hold for the populations of developing cities? A glimpse can be
caught in United Nations data that compare public expenditure on basic
settlement infrastructure across a range of global regions defined both by
wealth and geography (Table 1.2). The data reveal shocking disparities in
urban investment between rich and poor countries. Spending on infrastructure
by High Income Nations, for example, is more than fifty times that of the
poorest group of countries. As the United Nations notes, ‘All indications are
that countries that do not have sufficient levels of urban infrastructure and ser-
vices, as well as good urban management, are being sidelined by the economic
changes and globalization processes under way’ (UNCHS, 1997b: 13).

It seems that in the West, spending on urban infrastructure remains compar-
atively high, though increasingly maldistributed and geared to provision for
elites and foreign capital. In the Asia-Pacific region some cities, Jakarta (up
to October 1997) for example, sought to copy the model of Singapore by
drafting international capital into the creation of vast physical development
schemes. The Singapore model combines a narrow bureaucratic focus on
engineering works (notably high-rise housing) with authoritarian governance,
social rationing according to wealth, and the legitimacy stemming from
genuine improvements in provision for basic needs (sanitation and water
supply). In the developing world, however, overall investment remains low,
disastrously so in many countries, and here the adoption of neo-liberal growth
machine politics can only worsen access to services for the poor.

This pattern of inequality of urban development between rich and poor
nations is confirmed by another United Nations study which calculated a
City Development Index (CDI) for 236 cities, grouped by region (UNCHS,
1997a; see Table 1.3). The CDI is an aggregate indicator of urban social
development containing variables that measure child mortality, city product
and investment in facilities. From these data, the United Nations draws the
obvious conclusion that, ‘policy is important. If countries have invested their
income in physical and social infrastructure, then dividends will be received
in social welfare’ (UNCHS, 1997a: 9).

Table 1.2 Government expenditures per person on water supply, sanitation,
drainage, garbage collection, roads and electricity

Income grouping $US per  Regional grouping $US per
(cities in) person (cities in) person
Low-income countries 15.0 Sub-Saharan Africa 16.6
Low-mid-income countries 314 South Asia 15.0
Middle-income countries 40.1 East Asia 72.5
Mid-high-income countries  304.6 Latin America and the Caribbean ~ 48.4
High-income countries 813.5 E. Europe, Greece, Nth Africa 86.2
and Mid East

W. Europe, Nth America, Australia 656.0

Source: UNDPCSD (1997c¢: 12).
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Table 1.3 City Development Index (CDI) ranking for 236 cities, totals by region

Africa Arab  Asia/Pacific HIC*  LAC*  Trans  Total

CDI

High 1 1 0 34 2 19 57

Med. 5 6 16 0 27 12 66

Low 81 3 26 0 3 0 113
Total 87 10 42 34 32 31 236

Source: UNCHS (1997a: 9).

Notes:  *Highly Industrialised Countries.
"Latin America and Caribbean.
‘Transitional (former socialist states).

The tendency to greater inequality of access to basic urban services, both
between rich and poor countries and within all cities, entrenches locational
disadvantage and social exclusion. Observing this, the United Nations recently
called for policies which increase such inequality to be replaced by the promo-
tion of social cohesion and human solidarity (UNCHS, 1997b: 13). However
worthy these sentiments, the United Nations, like other mainstream global
institutions, seems unwilling and/or unable to challenge the process of
globalisation as it is presently constituted.

The tendency of globalisation, in conjunction with neo-liberal policies, to
disenfranchise whole social strata economically and politically is hard
to deny. Left to auction themselves to the highest corporate bidder, localities
find themselves in a race to the bottom in which entreprenecurial states
promote growth without regulating its aftermath (Warf, 1996: 43). The
marketisation of all social relations depoliticises democracy by constraining
the political-economic, and therefore social, choices open to polities at any
level (Altvater, 1997: 5; Lindblom, 1982; Saul, 1997: 115). For Safier (1996),
globalisation and the increasing marginalisation of the poor and certain
cultural groups (notably immigrants) from the mainstreams of political-
economic power are raising the prospects of a dramatic rise in urban social
conflict throughout the world.

Safier, like a number of observers (e.g. Sandercock, 1998), welcomes the
tendency to cultural pluralisation that has in part been encouraged by glob-
alisation and attendant social changes (notably, cultural postmodernisation)
and population shifts (such as, migration and rising mobility). Amidst the
contemporary shifts in culture and demography he reads the potential for a
global cosmopolitan democracy which could transcend the antagonisms of
the past that have been based on notions of cultural purity and superiority
(see also Rosenau, 1998). However, at the same time, neo-liberalism and
marketisation have exacerbated socio-cultural divisions and eroded the capacity
of states to promote the cohesion and social solidarity that the United Nations
so desires. The abandonment of many social strata is reflected in new racial,
religious, ethnic and economic tensions, all of which are contributing to an
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increasing disorder across the urban world. New political-economic and
cultural relations are needed to counteract the destructive tendency to social
atomisation and to avoid the Hobbesian scenario of urban disorder that Safier
fears is nearly upon us.

Envivonmental distribution

In the past, Western political frameworks have valued the environment in
instrumental terms, as a resource to be exploited for the production of use
values which can then be distributed amongst communities and within
humanity in general. But we are well aware now of the inadequacy of this
cthical viewpoint and the disastrous environmental consequences of the indus-
trial transformation of nature over the past two centuries. Local community
conflict has emerged over the sharing out of environmental benefits and
burdens. An ‘environmental justice’ movement has grown up in the USA
around the tendency of high risk industrial processes to be located in places
occupied by the poor and the coloured (African American, Latino). But there
is nothing peculiar to the USA, or even to the developed world, about such
events. Nor are they new. In the past governments have stepped in to resolve
such conflicts — through health, sanitation, building and planning regulations
(Harvey, 1996) Now these historical gains are threatened in developed cities
and, more worryingly, there is a world-wide dimension to the problem. As
Ulrich Beck (1992, 1995) has explained, capitalist modernity has produced
potent industrial residuals which threaten human and non-human life at every
geographic scale.

Pulido (1994) has observed that the political successes of the environ-
mental movement in developed countries may actually accelerate the
relocation of hazardous industries to developing nations. This traffic in risk
may offer poorer nations the opportunity for modernisation and economic
development in the short run, but at the cost of entrenching the injustice
of global uneven development. Environmental regulations are increasingly
cited by US firms as a reason for their flight to more ‘business friendly’ coun-
tries, such as Mexico. The profits from industrial plants, as well as their
products, are largely exported to the country of the operating firm. The host
nation incurs the risks which attach to the hazardous industry. This system
permits developed countries to externalise industrial risks by moving hazardous
forms of production beyond their borders. Firms enhance their profits through
the imposition of ‘cross-border externalities’, given that the nations which
host hazardous production may never be fully compensated for the spillover
effects of these activities (i.e. environmental degradation, social dislocation).

Another dimension of the traffic in risk is the toxic waste trade. Indeed,
Beck (1995: 134) believes that the world-wide traffic in toxic and harmful
substances is a defining characteristic of the present age: the ‘risk society’.
As he puts it so evocatively, ‘Supranational groups of regions and countries
swallow poisons and waste on others’ behalf” (Beck, 1995: 154). In 1990
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the United Nations estimated that the world was producing between 300
and 400 million tonnes of hazardous wastes annually, about 98 percent of
which was generated by OECD countries, much of it sourced in urban areas
(Greenpeace International, 1994). Some of the trade occurs within the devel-
oped world. In the late 1980s, for example, it was estimated that 100,000
waste transfers occurred annually within Europe (Smith and Blowers, 1992).
However, a significant amount of the commerce in wastes involves transfers
of domestic and industrial refuse (both toxic and non-toxic) from developed
nations to poorer countries (ibid.: 212). According to Greenpeace, Germany
is the largest waste exporter in the world, and in 1993 shipped over 600,000
tonnes of hazardous wastes to ten different countries in Europe (including
former Soviet bloc nations) and to the developing world (Edwards, 1995a).
The United States in 1992 exported over 145,000 tonnes of toxic wastes
abroad, with large amounts being shipped to Canada and Mexico (Edwards,
1995b). Smith and Blowers (1992) detail the export of wastes, some of
which included radioactive materials, by both the United States and European
countries to Africa during the late 1980s with Guinea-Bissau as a major desti-
nation, that country being offered the equivalent of its then existing GNP
(some $US120 million) to dispose of European hazardous waste in landfills
(ibid.: 212).

The traffic in waste and other environmentally injurious development is
worsening international inequity and helping to sustain risky industry
throughout the globe. The absence of a supervising state (and the United
Nations in its present form cannot yet perform this role) means that a distri-
butional framework cannot be readily applied to the international traffic in
risk. Those international agreements which have sought to control aspects
of the traffic in risk, such as the Basel Convention, have been shown both
to be vulnerable to political attacks by recalcitrant states and difficult to
enforce. Even so, notwithstanding the limitations of the Basel Convention,
this attempt at an inter-regional regulation of the waste trade foreshadows
the potential for more effective controls within the context of global-
institutional regulation. Epochal structural changes, including economic
globalisation, the mobility of capital (and risk), and the collapse of Cold War
antagonisms, have created a new geopolitical context for ecological politics:

We are on the threshold of a new phase of risk-society politics; in the
context of disarmament and the relaxation of the East-West tension, the
apprehension and practice of politics can no longer be national but must
be international, because the social mechanism of hazard situations flouts
the nation-state and its systems of alliance.

(Beck, 1995: 162)

Indeed, we argue that this new international political practice, of which Beck
speaks, must seek to eliminate the flourishing traffic in risk which is already
worsening the legacy of global uneven development bequeathed by centuries
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of colonialism and capitalism. This new ecological politics requires a new
global institutional context which can both problematise the production of
risk and regulate the distribution of hazards between states.

Ecological distribution

In the present context of globalisation, cities are ‘growth machines’ geared
to an ever-expanding consumption of nature (this apt term stems from
Molotch, 1976). As we have argued earlier, the urban sustainability discourse
is limited by its failure to confront the deeper causes of unsustainability. Most
important among these causes are the current growth model of global capitalist
economy and its entropic logic of accumulation. Linked to this is the failure
of modernisation to accord moral significance, and therefore rights, to non-
human nature.

Major global institutions promote growth, indeed accumulation, as the
necessary precondition for correcting all unsustainable development patterns
(UNDPCSD, 1997b: 31). But capitalist growth, as Altvater (1993, 1997)
has shown, is fundamentally entropic, and therefore anti-ecological, because
it is geared to the endless expansion of value, a process predicated on the
increasing consumption of nature. Productivity increase is one of the main
features of industrial capitalism in general and of the Fordist system in partic-
ular (see Lipietz, 1992, 1996). Increase of productivity only becomes possible
by using more fixed capital — and consuming growing quantities of matter
and energy (Altvater, 1997: 14). Conventional urban sustainability analyses,
trapped in the entropic logic of capitalist accumulation, can at best formulate
schemes whereby the exhaustion of energy and corruption of nature is slowed.
This merely delays the moment when globalisation finally overreaches the
ecological frontiers laid down by the finite quantity of materials and energy.

Altvater does not argue for a simplistic ‘limits to growth’ thesis, for not all
growth is consumptive (see Jacobs, 1991, 1995). Rather he posits that we must
cease to regard the market as the ‘natural’ mechanism for defining and fulfill-
ing humanity’s environmentally patterned needs. If the process of defining and
satisfying human values were changed fundamentally through its democratisa-
tion there need be no reason to prevent growth remaining as a key social aspi-
ration, albeit in a form very different to the present logic of accumulation with
consumptive growth crudely measured by business activity-GDP.

Looking more closely at patterns of growth under the present develop-
ment model, it is of course clear that not all cities consume nature in similar
ways or at the same levels. Defining the ‘ecological footprint’ of a city or
country is a way of accounting for the flows of energy and matter to and
from its economy and ‘converting these into the corresponding land and
water area required from nature to support these flows’ (see Wackernagel
and Rees, 1996: 3). Table 1.4 shows the footprints of different countries
according to the calculations of Wackernagel and Rees. However, the dissim-
ilarity of consumption patterns is reducing as globalisation encourages the
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Table 1.4 Ecological footprint analysis of selected countries following Wackernagel
and Rees (1996: 97-9)

Ecological footprint®  Ecologically productive Land surface consumed’

(ha. per capitn) land within the national  (million ha.)
territory
(million ha.)
USA 5.1 725.6 1,315.8
Britain 3.0 20.3 174.0
Germany 3.0 27.7 243.9
Japan 2.0 30.4 250
India 0.38 250.0 345.8
Australia  3.74 575.9 66.9
Notes:

a Calculated by assessing the amount of land surface area of the earth for all uses (including,
for example, food supplies, energy production, housing, transport, carbon sinks) per capita.

b Land which can be used for the ‘ecological services’ required by people (cropland, perma-
nent pastures, forests); does not include built-up areas, roads, deserts, wilderness.

¢ Ecological services consumed (ecological footprint X population) expressed in terms of land
surface area.

growth of neo-Fordist consumption, and neo-Taylorism in the developing
world. For the Fordist growth model ‘must of necessity emancipate itself
from human limitations and initiate and maintain a ... spiral of accumula-
tion and spatio-temporal expansion’ (Altvater, 1993: 51). An increasing
proportion of our expanding humanity want what is so immeasurably praised:
the material gratifications promised by the Fordist production—consumption
model (Altvater, 1993: 52). Here, Western ideals of sustainability may well
melt quickly in the heat of rising expectations and desires.

None the less, whilst growth patterns in developed and developing coun-
tries are converging, at least materially, there remain substantial differences
in the ecological demands made by cities in both regions. Developed cities
are still, by far, the predominant consumers of nature (see Table 1.4). In
the three decades between 1973 and 1993, world energy consumption
increased by 50 percent. However, in 1993 industrialised countries still
accounted for over 60 percent of total energy consumption, though their
share continues to decline as the Fordist system extends its spatial reach into
the developing world (UNDPCSD, 1997b). The costs of this system — ecolog-
ical, social and financial — must in time be paid in full.

The progress of capitalist expansion, it seems, can be read directly in the
rising concentrations of greenhouse gases in the earth’s atmosphere (see
Houghton ¢t al. 1996). Consequent global warming threatens major disrup-
tions — indeed catastrophes — within human and non-human systems. The
twin dynamics of ecological exhaustion and social deprivation (relative and
absolute) can be expected to catalyse yet further migrations to the wealthy
heartlands, and yet more efforts in those privileged nations to keep the mass
of deprived and threatened humanity at bay. Altvater speaks of an impending
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crisis of civilisation as eco-refugees join industrial (economic) refugees in
streaming from areas of ruin and risk to nations which have established
sustainable alternatives to Fordism’s massive discharge of useless and toxic

wastes. Indeed, ‘humanity . .. is becoming an antiquated being precisely in
a self-created environment, whose threat to the foundations of life is also
destroying the natural ... conditions underpinning civilization’ (Altvater
1993: 51).

The main institutional ideologies within Western environmentalism, notably
free-market environmentalism and ecological modernisation, continue to deny
the real systemic origins of the crisis facing the globe. Moreover, these
discourses, and the regional and global policy agendas they inform, fail to
apprehend the singular ecological issues facing the impoverished masses of
developing cities — including, of course, those of the so-called transitional
former Eastern bloc (Carter and Turnock, 1993; Harvey, 1996). Here life,
not merely amenity, literally hangs in the balance, suspended within critical
household-level problems, such as indoor air quality and sanitation. The most
immediate threat to health and quality of life comes from forms of house-
hold pollution — bad air and water - that receive little attention from Western
environmentalists (see Chapters 8, 9 and 13).

We must recognize that the distinction between environment as
commonly understood and the built environment is artificial and that the
urban ... is as much part of the solution as it is a contributing factor
to ecological difficulties. The tangible recognition that the mass of
humanity will be located in living environments designated as urban says
that environmental politics must pay as much if not more attention to
the qualities of those built and social environments as it now typically
does to a fictitiously separated and imagined ‘natural’ environment.
(Harvey,1996: 60, original emphasis)

We share this vision for an ethically honed and critically aware urban envi-
ronmentalism. An environmentalism which joins the ‘natural’ with the
humanly constructed (both materially and ideally) and conceptualises their
relationship must now, we think, inform ecological ethics and politics.

Conclusion

The aim of ecological sustainability for the city is wholly laudable but, as
the global norm it must become, it seems to be a distant prospect. The
global picture is far from encouraging. Economic forces at present beyond
the control of any conscious human processes are working precisely in the
opposite direction. A world of individual cities, tightly constrained by their
geographic boundaries, competing for ‘growth’ (defined purely as business
activity) within a global market framework is not one which, in the long
term, appears capable of ecological sustainability.
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The hope of a world economy formed around the implementation of
‘clean’ production is vain if there is no force to ensure that economic incen-
tives in favour of ‘dirty’ production are reversed. Incentives need to be applied
not only to industry but to governments to implement clean production
legislation, policies and programmes. At present the incentives point in the
other direction. The ‘consuming city’ of the developed world is merely
the counterpart of the new ‘producing cities’ of those regions of the global
economy to which manufacturing capital has moved. Such cities are attractive
to investment precisely because they offer the least regulatory friction to dirty
production. Many of the new producing cities suffer from environmental
problems as severe as those of the old producing cities of the late nineteenth
century. The consuming city on the other hand also creates enormous conflicts
over resources and environments, and the UN has admitted that the devel-
oped world, under the present global regime, is settling into a condition of
social polarisation with a permanently impoverished underclass.

Creating the conditions which will reverse the economic incentives acting
on governments is a task which will require re-regulation of the global
economy. We doubt if this can be done with the present system of inter-
national governance. There are too many loopholes and not enough locations
for real political pressure to be applied. Martin and Schumann (1997) argue
for democratisation of European government. We have elsewhere argued for
democratisation of global governance (Low and Gleeson, 1998). What is
really needed is a democratisation at all scales, ‘cosmopolitan democracy’, in
which global democratic institutions function to create or restore real democ-
racy at regional, national and local levels, the restoration of true citizenship
at every level (Held, 1995).

But the dismal hypothesis that the urban world as currently governed
cannot move towards ecological sustainability needs to be more carefully
examined. Despite the thrust of much rhetoric about the independence of
city governments, nations and their states remain the locus of political regu-
latory power in the world. We need to discover if nations have taken up the
challenge laid down at the Rio Summit for an ‘Agenda 21°, an agenda for
ecological sustainability to which the cities of the nation will contribute in
a systematic way. We need to know if there is indeed a prospect of the regu-
latory power of the nation-state being brought to bear to create a national
framework within which cities can formulate policies for ecological sustain-
ability. If the dismal hypothesis proves correct then the world will have to
look beyond the nation-state to make changes to the governance of the
global context within which nation-states formulate policy.
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2 The Rio Declaration and
subsequent global initiatives

Ingemar Elander and Rolf Lidskog

Although there has been progress since the Summit, it can hardly be said
that we have reversed the major trends that threaten our common future. If
we ask whether there are more poor people today than in 1992, the answer
is yes. If we ask whether environmental deterioriation persists, the answer is
also yes. And if we ask whether governments have forgotten the financial
commitments they made at the Summit, the answer is again, sadly, yes.
(Speth 1997: xii)

Introduction

Like any other kind of policy, environmental policy can be addressed from
at least three different angles, i.e. a descriptive, a normative and a construc-
tive one. The focus of the first angle is on how to describe and explain
environmental policies, their formulation, implementation and outcomes.
From a normative point of view it is a question of developing a realistic
vision of what an environmentally just society should look like and on what
values and norms it should be based. Finally, the constructive dimension
pertains to the strategies, measures and activities on the part of various actors
that should be taken to reach an environmentally just society. Strategies for
sustainability or any other environmentalist goal include descriptive, as well
as normative and constructive elements. In other words they include a view
of what the world looks like in terms of environmental qualities, a vision of
what it should look like and an idea of how to realise that vision.

So far the most comprehensive strategy for global action on ecologically
sustainable development (ESD) is the Agenda 21 endorsed by the 178 gov-
ernment delegations that attended the Rio Summit in 1992. Agenda 21
consists of 40 chapters that cover almost everything about the planet and how
humans interact with it. Although it is not legally binding, Agenda 21 consti-
tutes a moral and political commitment, ‘a blueprint for sustainable develop-
ment’, comprising economic, social and environmental dimensions (Lindner
1997: 4). Haughton and Hunter (1996: 296) argue that although ‘most of
the individual measures are in themselves fairly unexceptional, what makes the
Rio agenda different is that the policy elements are brought together in a single
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package which has the backing of virtually the whole international community’.
Achterberg (1996: 173) cautiously concludes that the safest judgement of the
Earth Summit is that ‘the conference was not a complete failure’. However,
we find this conclusion a little too pessimistic and rather agree with Flavin
(1997: 19): ‘though the pace of change has been frustratingly slow so far, and
disappointments abound, a purely negative verdict would be too harsh,
and certainly premature. It is already clear that the Earth Summit set in motion
historical processes that will bear fruit for decades to come.’

The aim of this chapter is to locate Agenda 21 within the framework of
global environmental governance. Although the chapter is mainly descriptive
it cannot and should not try to evade the normative and constructive aspects,
as they are part and parcel of Agenda 21. Thus the rhetorical dimension of
the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21 are critically discussed as well as the
assumptions and perceptions behind them — their perspective of the scope,
forms and causes of environmental problems, the possible solutions to them
as well as the prescribed political action necessary to achieve these solutions.
Following this introduction, the chapter is divided into five parts. The second
part defines and discusses the concept of environmental governance with
special reference to Agenda 21. The third surveys the post-war development
of global environmentalism up to the Earth Summit in Rio 1992. In the
fourth part the focus is directed to the post-Rio agenda, analysing interna-
tional initiatives promoting ESD. Special attention is devoted to the City
Summit in Istanbul in 1996 (Habitat II). The growing interest in broad
urban policy initiatives towards ESD is the topic of the fifth part, whereas
in the concluding section there is an assessment of the role of Agenda 21
within the framework of global environmental governance, highlighting the
Local Agenda 21 achievements that can so far be observed.

Global environmental governance

During the last two decades the global environment has developed into the
third major issue in world politics, comparable only to international security
and international economy (Porter and Brown 1996: 1). The third UN
Conference on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS III) negotiations 1973-82,
the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment and the insti-
gation of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) in 1973 mark the
beginning of a new era of global environmental governance (Keohane and
Nye 1977: 35). At the beginning of the 1980s the depletion of the ozone
layer, global warming and worries over the depletion of the world’s fisheries
were issues to be negotiated at a global level. Whereas the 1985 Vienna
Convention on Depletion of the Ozone Layer developed from a toothless
regime to a more efficient one with the revisions of the Montreal Protocol
in London (1990) and Copenhagen (1992), negotiations in other areas made
little progress (French 1997). Although today there are more than 170
negotiated regimes, their implementation leaves much to be desired. A number
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of good things have been agreed upon, but unfortunately they mostly lack
efficient instruments for implementation. Indeed, one may even argue that
the international environmental community today suffers from ‘treaty conges-
tion” (Vogler 1995: 147; Porter and Brown 1996: 147).

Differvent approaches to envivonmental governance

Environmental governance should be looked upon as one instance of a broader
trend commonly referred to as ‘governing without government’ (Rhodes 1997:
47) or governance by ‘self-organizing, interorganizational networks’ (ibid.: 53;
cf. Kooiman 1993). Hempel defines global environmental governance as ‘the
people, political institutions, regimes, and nongovernmental organisations
(NGOs) at all levels of public and private policy making that are collectively
responsible for managing world affairs’ (Hempel 1996: 5; cf. similar definitions
in Young (1996: 2) and Lipschutz with Mayer (1996: 249)).

Current trends of global environmental governance are closely linked to
the normative discussion of how governance should be conducted. Hempel
(1996), for example, in his book Environmental Governance. The Global
Challenge, identifies three major approaches of global environmental gover-
nance: (1) development of a limited world federalist system, (2) confederal
reform of the United Nations and its affiliated agencies, and (3) ‘some mixed
form of nationalism and nascent supranationalism’ (Hempel 1996: 159-78).
All approaches are represented in the real world system, and they all have
their supporters and adversaries. Whereas the first two approaches are expres-
sions of ‘Globalization-from-Above’; the third approach is mainly a case of
‘Globalization-from-Below’ (Brecher et al. 1993; Falk 1997, 1998a), some-
times related to the concept of global environmental citizenship (Irwin 1995;
Christoft 1996).

The first approach, mainly relying upon negotiations between nation-states,
is sometimes referred to as ‘incrementalism’ and comes close to the status
quo. It is very state-centred and pins its faith very much on the develop-
ment of international regimes:

The most important determinant of progress in regime formation,
strengthening, and implementation will continue to be the active lead-
ership of a major state or groups of states in each case. An agreement
is likely to be strong and effective only if a strong coalition of lead
states is actively engaged. Lead states must provide some combination
of diplomatic influence, technical expertise, financial commitments, and
pace-setting unilateral initiatives to induce swing states and potential veto
states to commit to the regime or its strengthening.

(Porter and Brown 1996: 172)

However, as argued by one of the most prominent regime analysts, Oran
Young, international regimes are issue-specific, and ‘do not make good
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vehicles for addressing the basic problems of the overarching world order’
(Young and Demko 1996: 238).

The second approach ultimately aims at some sort of world government,
and its supporters hope that nation-states will somehow ‘voluntarily surrender
their sovereignty to a central world authority in exchange for untested assur-
ances of collective security” (Hempel 1996: 160). This approach seems to
be more or less identical with the model of ‘cosmopolitan pacifism’, nega-
tively pictured by Zolo (1997: 166) as the basis of a world government that
would ‘of necessity be a despotic and totalitarian Leviathan, condemned to
resort to the use of crushing military measures in response to the inevitable
proliferation of violence’. Other critics of this approach talk about a New
World Order not aiming at the reduction of the ‘domination and exploita-
tion of the Old World Order but, under new circumstances, to perpetuate
them’ (Brecher 1993: 6).

The third approach, sometimes labelled ‘global partnership’ or ‘coopera-
tive governance’, advocates that national sovereignty be relaxed at least in
two policy domains, environment and security, and the term ‘glocalism’ has
been introduced to ‘highlight the message that global changes in ecology
and political economy . . . are beginning to foster a devolution of power and
authority away from the nation-state and towards greater reliance on supra-
national, regional and local levels of governance’ (Hempel 1996: xiii). This
approach also appears under other labels such as ‘one world community’,
‘Barth Democracy’, ‘transborder participatory democracy’, ‘global citizenship’
and ‘cosmopolitan democracy’ (Brecher ez al. 1993: Introduction; Archibugi
and Held 1995). Arguably, this approach comes close to Zolo’s proposal of
a ‘weak pacifism’ exerted through ‘a network of international and above all
regional and national institutions specifically directed towards enhancement
of ethnic-cultural identities’ (Zolo 1997: 154). Although primarily developed
within the context of military conflict resolution, Zolo’s model has clear links
to other areas, not least to global environmental governance. Crucial to this
model is the insight that the popular environmentalist slogan ‘think globally,
act locally’ is no longer appropriate, but has to be transcended by an approach,
which also considers the need to change the global context of local action
(Low and Gleeson 1998: 189).

Agenda 21 fits very well into the third approach, i.e. a ‘glocalist’ or ‘weak
pacifist’ perspective. Firstly, although inaugurated at a supranational level, and
signed by no less than 178 national governments, it has no strong means of
implementation. Thus there are no legal sanctions and no financial guarantees.
Secondly, implementation is largely delegated to a national and sub-national
level, explicitly comprising nine major ‘stakeholders’ or ‘partners’: women,
children and youth, indigenous people, non-governmental organisations, local
authorities, trade unions, business and industry, the scientific and technical
community, and farmers (Lindner 1997: 11). One of the chapters (no. 28)
urges that local authorities should produce a local Agenda 21 in co-operation
with local residents and institutions. Thus global commitment goes hand in
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hand with local implementation, and Agenda 21 can therefore be regarded as
a test case of the third model of global environmental governance mentioned
above. It is too broad and void of legal status to qualify as a regime. National
financial support that was announced at the Rio conference has not been
realised, and supranational institutional commitment is not very strong. Rather,
it is a case of informal, ‘glocalist’ governance, at least having the potential to
become an element of a strategy for cosmopolitan democracy. More will be
said about the Rio Earth Summit and its shortcomings in Chapter 3 from the
crucial perspective of the USA - the latter being not just another nation, but
in many ways the nation which, while not determining global affairs, willy-nilly
shapes the direction of development.

Agenda 21, Habitat I1 and the partnevship approach

The spirit of the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992 has been characterised in
terms of a global partnership for sustainability and peace. This partnership
does not only include the nation-states as ‘stakeholders’, it also comprises
governments and NGOs at the local level. As argued by Chip Lindner, who
was Executive Director of the Centre for Our Common Future, International
Co-ordinator responsible for organising the 1992 Global Forum in Rio de
Janeiro during the FEarth Summit, and Secretary of the Brundtland
Commission:

A new form of governance is emerging — that of “stakeholders”. Local
stakeholders in communities are linking together, whether they are
local business or local authorities, non-governmental organizations or
community-based organizations, women’s groups or residents’ associa-
tions. Groups that have an identifiable “stake” in the future of the
community are making these links to create a vision for the future which
has a set of good and measurable criteria or indicators.

(Lindner 1997: 13)

The local partnership approach was further developed by the Habitat II
conference in Istanbul in 1996. Over 3,000 delegates from 171 countries
attended, as well as some 300 parliamentarians, 579 local authorities, 89
special agency representatives, 341 people from intergovernmental organisa-
tions, and 2,400 NGO representatives. The parallel NGO Forum ’96 attracted
8,000 registered NGO representatives (Carlson 1996: 4).

Notably, also, the World Bank had a presence in Istanbul ‘which went far
beyond its mere number of participants’ (Leaf 1997: vi). Responding to those
who questioned the degree of commitment to the Habitat II principles
on the part of the World Bank, Ismail Serageldin, Vice-President for
Environmentally Sustainable Development, answered: ‘Do I really want to
change the World Bank? No, I want to change the world, and changing the
World Bank is just one step along the way’ (as quoted in Leaf, 1997: vi).
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Indeed, the World Bank during the 1990s has changed its policy, at least
rhetorically, and now adheres to the triangular model of sustainable devel-
opment — comprising economic, social and ecological dimensions — that can
casily be deduced already from the Brundtland Report. It has proclaimed the
principle of ‘sustainability as opportunity’; namely, that the opportunities of
future generations should not be limited. To be able to calculate the progress
— or otherwise — of society in terms of sustainability, the World Bank iden-
tifies four kinds of capital: economic, natural, human and social. When
summarising action to preserve the four categories of capital, the Bank asserts
the principle that one generation should not leave less capital to the next
generation than it has itself received (Serageldin 1996). To implement this
goal, of course, raises a number of questions that we will not enter into
here. Thus although the World Bank has expressed its ambition to walk the
road towards sustainability, it remains to be seen whether that road will also
be followed in practice. So far, the Bank ‘has failed even to develop an
adequate environmental screening process for their loans’ (Flavin 1997: 6).

In sum, taken together the Earth Summit and Habitat II strongly prop-
agate a broad partnership approach to meet the challenges raised by a global
commitment to sustainability in a very broad sense. In brief, the message of
the Istanbul conference is that everyone has something to win (the synergy
effect) and no one has anything to lose from a partnership approach. Of
course, such a general concept, adhered to in rhetoric by a heterogeneous
mass of actors and interests, begs the question of implementation in widely
varying national contexts.

The rationale of pavtnership

The slogan ‘partnership’ is an ideological term indicating a view that we
should all strive for a common goal — for example, ‘peace’, ‘democracy’, or
‘sustainability’ (Elander in press). Partnership in the Rio and Habitat II
contexts has a very wide scope, encompassing international support
programmes as well as capacity-building programmes at the national and sub-
national levels. It demands ‘increasing participation of men and women,
creating effective partnerships, promoting a sense of public service, and
removing barriers to mobilizing all kinds of resources’. Indeed, Habitat II
‘intends to use a mechanism of agreements with all sectors of society’
(Introduction to Habitat II 1996).

Partnership can be an attractive concept to government because it ‘diffuses
responsibility for success or failure’ and ‘could become a system for co-opting
institutions into an extended system of repressive control’. Therefore, crucial
questions to be addressed in research are: ‘Which interests, and which players,
will be included in partnerships, and which will be left outside? Who will be
the leaders within partnerships? Whose agendas will prevail?’ (Jewson and
MacGregor 1997: 9). Although stated in a narrower, nation-bound context,
the arguments and questions raised by Jewson and MacGregor are obviously
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relevant also to the Agenda 21 and Habitat II partnership approach. With
so many actors and interests involved in a particular partnership it is most
unlikely that all will come out as winners. For example, it is all very well for
the World Bank to proclaim its adherence to sustainability, but it does not
necessarily follow that the global corporate institutions which are supported
by World Bank money will act in accordance with the principles of envi-
ronmental and ecological justice. Partnerships that might look ‘happy’ at the
formulation stage may well appear more conflict-ridden and controversial at
the stage of implementation. In other words, what is said is not always what
is done. This could also be discussed in terms of the rhetoric/practice
dichotomy. Thus looking at the implementation of partnership initiatives
taken by a central government, the EU or the UN, one has to be careful
not to draw too much from the explicit intentions when it comes to policy
evaluation. Words may sometimes function as triggers for efficient action,
but they may in other cases mask failing policies, i.e. ‘words that succeed
and policies that fail’ (Edelman 1977)

From environmental threat to sustainable development

International agreements are nothing new in history. As McGrew (1995:
30ff.) has shown, international mechanisms to ‘govern’ aspects of global
affairs have existed since the mid-nineteenth century. These agreements and
co-operation — for example concerning education (1864), international asso-
ciations of unions (1865), international industrial standards and intellectual
property (1875), human rights (1890) — laid the foundations of the more
comprehensive, albeit fragmented, system of global regulation that exists in
the late twentieth century. However, in the last three decades a new issue
for international negotiation has emerged: the global environment. Today
there are more than 170 international conventions concerning the global
environment. More than two-thirds of these conventions have been estab-
lished after 1972 (Wandén 1996), a year often regarded as the starting point
of the development of international environmental politics. The UN confer-
ence on the environment in Stockholm and the publication of the Club of
Rome report Limits to Growth and its ‘counter-report’ Blueprints for Survival
are considered the first steps. Since then the environmental issue has remained
on the international agenda (Hajer 1995: 24). However, it is important to
note that the UN conference was as much a response to the environmental
debate of the 1960s as it was an initiator of the transnational environmental
politics of the 1970s and 1980s.

Between the Second World War and the beginning of the 1960s there
was, in the industrialised world, a widespread belief in the virtues of economic
growth. In the 1960s the situation changed rapidly, and ‘nature’ was increas-
ingly seen as threatened to the extent that the whole of humankind itself
might be in danger. Carson (1962) warned that continued use of chemicals
(especially pesticides) would lead to a ‘silent spring’ with the death of the
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birds, Hardin (1968) and the Ehrlichs (1969) argued that population growth
would lead to overexploitation of natural resources and shortage of food,
and Commoner (1971) predicted that the new productive technology with
its use of new raw material (plastics, heavy metal, artifical fertilisers, etc.)
would lead to more, not less, environmental pollution. Even if they made
different diagnoses, and to some extent also proposed different cures, these
critics all shared the view that not only specific regions were threatened, but
the whole planet. Problems such as overpopulation, resource depletion,
decreasing water supply, air pollution, and the use and spread of chemicals
and heavy metals in nature came into focus. The new critical message was
that something must be done to save planet Earth and humankind, and that
an adequate response must not be limited to technological improvements
but must also include changes in fundamental values, ways of life and the
design of society.

The Club of Rome study Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972) is the
most influential work of this period, and perhaps of the last two decades
(Nelissen et al., 1997: 179). In this study it was stated that if present growth
trends in population, industrialisation, pollution, food production and
resource use continue, the planet’s carrying capacity would be exhausted
within 100 years. In this report the environmental issue was presented as a
global crisis and that, if relevant action was not undertaken, the present
trends would lead to a collapse. Even if this report had no official status,
the respectability of the Club of Rome made the report a key text in the
following environmental debate.

The same year as this report was presented, The UN Conference on the
Human Environment, took place in Stockholm. It was the biggest UN confer-
ence ever held, with 112 nations represented, and the first international
platform for discussions and agreements on environmental problems. At this
conference, it was made clear that there is a conflict between national inter-
ests and international co-operation and that the existing international order
was relatively powerless in attacking global problems (Nelissen ez al. 1997).
The conference resulted in a declaration comprising 26 principles, and was
an important step in the development of national as well as international
policy programmes aimed at reducing environmental problems, especially acid
rain and other kinds of air pollution. It led to the creation of the United
Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), which became an important
institutional base for later international environmental negotiations.

During the years before and after the conference, several governments
made environment protection a policy area in its own right. Between 1967
and 1974 many industrialised countries established a national environmental
protection agency and enacted comprehensive environmental legislation
(Jamison 1997). A ‘new politics of pollution’ emerged, where the aim was
not only to react to pollution but to prevent it (Weale 1992). The institu-
tionalisation of the environmental issue was very much a response to demands
raised by the environmental movements. During the 1970s these movements
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Table 2.1 Phases of post-war environmentalism

Period Emphasis

Pre-1968  Awakening Public education
1969-74  Organisation Institution building
1975-80  Social movement Political controversy
1981-86  Professionalisation Environmental assessment
1987- Internationalisation Incorporation/integration

Source: Jamison (1997: 227).

were increasingly professionalised and integrated into the established political
culture. Green parties emerged in several nations and became players in the
games of the established political systems. At the end of the 1980s, collab-
oration between environmental organisations, business firms and the state
became the norm. Table 2.1 summarises this development.

In 1987, the UN report Our Common Future, commonly labelled the
Brundtland Report, was presented. The Stockholm conference had already
demonstrated the impossibility of conducting global discussions on environ-
mental problems without facing the development issues linked to them
(Brenton 1994: 50). In line with this, the Brundtland Report states that
economic development must be seen in close relationship to the natural envi-
ronment. To deal successfully with the latter requires a broad perspective
comprising the factors that underlie world poverty and global inequality.
However, the proposed solution is not that of limits to growth, as the Club
of Rome had stated 15 years earlier, but rather the opposite one. Through
the improvement of both technology and social organisation, it was believed
that economic growth could solve the problem of environmental destruction
as well as that of poverty.

‘Sustainable development’ is the key slogan of the report, which summarises
how the challenge of environmental problems and poverty should be met.
Human needs are located both in a temporal and a spatial dimension, thus
taking into account the needs of future generations as well as different regions
of the world. Although the concept had been introduced earlier in the
environmental debate (IUCNR, 1980), it was not until this UN report that
it became well known, gained credibility and was rapidly integrated into
the environmental policy language of supranational institutions, states, cities,
business firms, etc. Thus ESD is not a matter of one single sector of society
but a fundamental principle that has a relevance for most policy areas at all
levels. The report stated that the ability to anticipate and prevent environ-
mental damage requires that the ecological dimension of policy is considered
as tightly intertwined with economy, trade, energy, agriculture and other
dimensions.

One of the central controversies at Stockholm was the debate about whether
economic growth and development are inherently destructive from an envi-
ronmental point of view (Conca ez al. 1995: 207). ESD holds out the promise
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of reconciling these different views, claiming that it is not only possible but
also desirable to marry environmental concerns with economic growth.

The Brundtland Report did not give a detailed blueprint for action, but
instead offered a pathway by which the peoples of the world may enlarge
their scope of co-operation. This pathway has already become quite crowded
by individuals and organisations in the spheres of civil society, the market
and the state. ESD has enjoyed growing endorsement by many groups,
including a wide spectrum of political and economic notables, and today it
has become a sacred symbol which no one dares to question. However, the
recommendation to combine ecologically sound forms of production and
distribution with a call for renewed global growth to solve the problems of
Third World poverty stands in sharp contrast to the recommendations given
at the beginning of the 1970s.

Despite the public attention immediately following the publication of Limits
to Growth, the notion was quickly rejected by academics, public officials, and
business elites (Maddox 1972; Buttel ez al. 1990). One reason for this was
that the notion implied a threat to a wide range of interests, not least
economic ones. However, environmental issues that were raised in the debates
of the late 1960s and 1970s, and then rejected by the elites in policy and
business communities, have now been reconsidered and integrated into an
all-encompassing strategy for ecological, social and economic sustainability.
Thus, one of the main achievements of the Brundtland Report was to present
the environmental case in such a way that it could influence economic insti-
tutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to
proclaim their adherence to the path of sustainability.

On the other hand radical critics of the Brundtland Report claim that the
whole idea of ESD is a rhetorical ploy which conceals a strategy for sustaining
development rather than addressing the cause of the ecological crisis (Sachs
1992). ESD in this perspective will justify ‘business as usual’, putting a green
face on current practices (Lohmann 1990: 82). Indeed, after the Earth
Summit had made the World Bank one of the central agencies monitoring the
greening of policies all over the world, radical critics argued that this did not
mark the success of the environmentalists, but their total collapse (Finger
1993; Shiva 1993; Hajer 1995: 12). Thus, whether ESD and its inclusion of
a wide diversity of interests is to be judged positively or negatively is contested.

From Earth Summit to City Summit and beyond

Whereas the Stockholm Conference in 1972 focused on relatively narrowly
defined problems of air and water pollution, Rio embraced a far broader and
more complex agenda, where the earth was viewed as one single, integrated
system (Conca et al. 1995: 6). Rio was also extraordinary in its long-term
commitment. Thus in his opening address to the UN Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED), the Secretary-General Maurice
F. Strong said:
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The Earth Summit is not an end in itself, but a new beginning. The
measures you agree on here will be but the first steps on the new pathway
to our common future. Thus, the results of this conference will ulti-
mately depend on the credibility and effectiveness of its follow-up.
(quoted in Haas et al. 1992: 7)

During the 1990s, the United Nations arranged a series of major inter-
national summits — huge world conferences focusing on problems experienced
by every inhabitant of the planet — aimed to constitute the basis for the UN’s
work for a better world in the twenty-first century (see Table 2.2). These
conferences all expressed the view that the burden of responsibility should
not just be placed on the international community and national governments,
but on individuals, local governments, local communities, trade unions and
business firms — that is, the whole range of individual and collective actors
that make up societies.

Parallel to these six world conferences (Table 2.2), the UN has arranged
other conferences on specific topics. One conference with high relevance to
the post-Rio agenda was the ninth session of The UN Conference on Trade
and Development in 1995 which pointed out the potential benefits of
globalisation and trade liberalisation to developing countries, but warned that
continued marginalisation of poor countries would make them unable to
capitalise on new opportunities. Another conference was The World Food
Summit in 1996 which called for a renewed effort to combat increasing
hunger in the poorer regions of the world. Thus, since the Earth Summit,
a number of conferences have been arranged by the United Nations, all with
the aim of adopting plans of action that complement Agenda 21 or in some
respects supersede it.

Human Settlements

In most nations, cities are major generators of economic activity, offering
employment opportunities, education, health, and other social services. At the
same time cities are the main consumers of natural resources and the main pro-
ducers of pollution and waste. Furthermore, most of the world’s population

Table 2.2 Major UN global conferences, 1992-6

Year Theme Place

1992  Environment and development Rio

1993 Human rights Vienna
1994  Population Cairo

1994  Social development Copenhagen
1995  Women Beijing

1996 Human settlements Istanbul
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will soon live in cities. Urban issues are thus crucial to the environmental
challenge of today. The environmental issue and the urban issue have one
striking trait in common: they are both closely connected to the developed as
well as to the developing world. Of course, the character and size of the prob-
lems, as well as the proposed solutions, vary considerably between different
parts of the world. Poor cities, for example, do not only exist in the develop-
ing countries — the richest nation in the world has one million homeless, most
of them living in cities (Tosics 1997: 368; and see the chapters on the USA
in this volume). On the other hand, urbanisation is much more rapid in the
developing world, where homelessness and other problems take on a different
order of magnitude than in the developed world (see the chapters on India
and China in this volume).

The first UN conference on human settlements, Habitat I in Vancouver
1976, was a product of the Stockholm conference in 1972. Whereas the
Stockholm conference was about international environmental problems,
Habitat I was convened to address local environmental problems such as
housing, shelter, infrastructure, diminishing water supply, transport, etc.
Astonishingly, human settlements had no place on the agenda in the prepara-
tory meetings of the Rio Declaration (Carlson 1996: 4). However, a special
chapter on human settlements was included in Agenda 21. As an overall
objective the seventh chapter of Agenda 21 mentions the improvement of
the social, economic and environmental quality of human settlements and of
the living and working environments of all people, in particular the urban
and rural poor. Human settlements, especially cities, were recognised both
as a source of many global environmental problems and also as a key to their
solution.

After Rio, the UN General Assembly decided that the cross-sectoral issue
of human settlements was of crucial importance and decided to convene
Habitat II. UNCED recognised the proper management of human settle-
ments as a prerequisite to ESD. The United Nations Conference on Human
Settlements took place in Istanbul from 3-14 June 1996. The overall theme
of the conference was ‘adequate shelter for all’ and ‘ESD in an urbanising
world’. It can be viewed as the culmination of decades of efforts by the UN
and other agencies to deal with the vast panorama of problems and sectors
affecting the sustainability of planet Earth in supporting a rapidly increasing
and urbanising human population (Carlson 1996: 1).

Habitat IT is a reflection of the fact that national governments and inter-
national agencies, during the five years since Rio, have placed increasing
emphasis on the critical role of cities and towns in global sustainable devel-
opment. Thus fundamental to Habitat II is the notion that the future of the
earth will be heavily determined by the quality of life in cities, i.e. urban
policies become crucial. As the state and the market are not believed to solve
urban problems by themselves, participation and partnership are put forth as
necessary, i.e. actors at different levels and spheres in society must be mobilised
and must co-operate. The emphasis is laid on the local level, with local
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authorities and NGOs having a much more important role to play than in
previous UN conferences. Expert panels and representatives from NGOs,
communities, trade and business firms gathered in various fora for dialogues.
The ‘enabling strategy’ of Habitat II, including three principles — civic engage-
ment, sustainability, and equity — is broader than comparable concepts in the
prior, more narrowly focused conferences.

‘Enablement” means changing the role of government intervention from
being the sole responsible actor to becoming the creator of efficient part-
nerships between local and regional governments, the business sector, media
groups, philanthropic organisations and other organisations. The ‘civic
engagement’ element of the Habitat II strategy calls for broad participation
in development processes by all people. It calls for participatory objectives
that move beyond democratic pluralism, special-interest lobbying, civil rights
for particular communities, and legitimate power in governance to further
encompass the public interest, community inclusiveness, active mobilisation
of vulnerable groups, and public service. It calls for consensus on ethical
behaviour both in government and in society. However, no management
indicators were given in the documents produced at the conference, and
national governments are expected to set their own deadlines. In practice,
few mechanisms have been established to monitor whether states meet their
own established goals, and the credibility for effective progress has been
rendered indeterminate.

Nevertheless, Habitat II provided a place in the UN system for other than
national governments, as exemplified by the creation of the NGO Forum
that ran as an official event during the conference, and by the inclusion of
local government voices in the Dialogues (day-long events) around a variety
of topics. It also emphasised the important role of individuals and market
forces. Governments should serve as facilitators and not providers of housing,
i.e. a reversal of the Vancouver recommendations 20 years before. The Habitat
Agenda will be revised and updated periodically, and it will serve as an educa-
tional document for all constituencies concerned with the development and
improvement of human settlements around the globe.

Although Habitat II had a very broad agenda concerning development
issues (e.g. population growth and the right to housing), environmental issues
(e.g. fossil fuel based transportation) and social issues (e.g. criminality and
civil violence), it has been criticised for missing the link to the environment.
Thus, Michael Cohen, senior adviser to the Vice-President of the World
Bank’s office for Environmentally Sustainable Development in a critical assess-
ment, concludes:

The biggest gap in Habitat IT was the lack of progress in operational-
izing the notion of environmentally sustainable development. At
Vancouver, ‘habitat’ had been discussed with reference to human settle-
ments but without an environmental context; at Rio ‘habitat’ had been
used to mean ecosystem. The Istanbul conference did not succeed in
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bringing the two definitions together; it neither demonstrated the
interdependency of the two nor the risks to settlements associated with
deterioration of natural resources.

(Cohen 1996: 8)

Beyond Habitat

The nineteenth special session of the United Nations General Assembly
(UNGASS) — Earth Summit Plus Five — took place in New York, from 23-28
June 1997. Its aim was to review progress achieved over the five years that
had passed since the Earth Summit (UNCED), and to re-energise the commit-
ment to further action on goals and objectives set out by the Earth Summit.
The meeting gathered 53 Heads of State, representatives of 165 nations
spoke, and for the very first time in the UN history, NGOs were allowed
to participate in the meeting together with the official representatives. The
meeting — which again confirmed that ESD must include measures to combat
poverty and change patterns of production and consumption — did not succeed
in producing a political declaration, but it did establish a programme for
continuing work with Agenda 21. However, much of the enthusiasm
surrounding the Rio Conference had vanished, and assessments of the confer-
ence have mostly been negative, as will be illustrated in the concluding section
of this chapter.

In December 1997, The Conference of the Parties (COP) for the
Framework Convention on Climate Change was held at Kyoto. Preceeding
the Kyoto meeting, the Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) held a world
summit in Nagoya. Its declaration challenged the national delegations at the
Kyoto Summit to follow local governments’ lead by setting early and aggres-
sive targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The declaration called for
a 20 percent reduction target by 2010. However, at Kyoto, national govern-
ments agreed to legally binding targets at a much lower level of ambition.
Thus for the post-2000 period the developed countries must reduce their
combined emissions of six key greenhouse gases by at least 5 percent by the
period 2008-12, calculated as an average over these five years and with 1990
and 1995 as a baseline (depending on the particular kind of gas). Notably,
three countries are even allowed to inmcrease their emissions of greenhouse
gases, i.c. Australia (by 8 percent), Iceland (10 percent) and Norway
(1 percent). Nevertheless, by reducing the average level of greenhouse gas
emissions to 5 percent below 1990 levels by the year 2010, the Protocol
will result in 2010 emission levels that are approximately 29 percent below
what they would have been in the absence of the Protocol (UN 1997b).
Although this would at least mean a minor step forward towards achieving
the Convention’s ultimate objective of preventing ‘dangerous anthropogenic
[man-made] interference with the climate system’ (UN 1998a) the Kyoto
meeting has mostly been pictured in dark colours. As argued by an anony-
mous climate researcher just before the meeting:
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The Kyoto Summit is a political ploy without effect. However, would it
be the case that the Winter Olympic Games in Nagano cannot take place
due to the fact that this winter has been the warmest one for 1,000
years in Japan as a consequence of El Nifo, then the world will react.

(quoted in Dagens Nyheter, 1997)

As we all know, snow eventually fell, and the world could relax and follow
the games on their television sets.

The follow-up climate change conference in Buenos Aires in November
1998 may become best remembered for having introduced the habit of ‘emis-
sions trading’, i.e. the sanctioning of not decreasing carbon dioxide emissions
on the part of the developed countries provided this is outweighed by
decreasing amounts of emissions in the developing world (UN 1998).

Sustainable development and urban policy

During the twentieth century the focus of the environmental debate changed
from preservation of specific natural areas, over environmental planning, to
sustainability and ecocycles. It has been a process from scattered local prob-
lems due to various emissions from industries and communes and the
preservation of some specific areas from human intrusion, to diffuse, large-
scale threats like the greenhouse effect or the decreasing ozone layer. Adequate
policy measures to tackle such big issues must include different levels and
sectors of state and society. International agreements have to be negotiated,
strong national policies must be developed, and local government has to take
its responsibility as co-ordinator, facilitator and enabler of environmental
strategies and policies. Central to this role is the development of strategies
‘which bring together actors and agencies at local, national and international
levels, across public, private and voluntary sectors’ (Haughton and Hunter
1996: 300). The huge environmental problems are closely linked to the
value-systems anchored in the daily lifestyle of ordinary people (concerning
consumption, transportation, etc.), which is thus becoming a main arena for
the implementation of green policies. Therefore, with regard to many envi-
ronmental questions, both their causes and their remedies are deeply rooted
in the kitchens, yards and streets, where most of the people spend their lives,
i.e. in the cities and their neighbourhoods (cf. Elander ez al. 1995).

The urgency of the problem depicted in 1972 by the Club of Rome has
in no way diminished. Indeed in a return, after twenty years, to the issues
they examined in Limsits to Growth Donella and Dennis Meadows and Jiirgen
Randers argue that the world has simply approached closer to the limits
(Meadows et al., 1992). They say: ‘the transition to a sustainable society
requires ... an emphasis on sufficiency, equity, and quality of life rather
than on quantity of output. It requires more than productivity and more
than technology; it also requires maturity, compassion, and wisdom’ (ibid.:
xvi). The authors of Factor Four, while embracing the hope offered by
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technological progress, nevertheless argue that we may have just fifty years
left to bring our levels of consumption in line with our capacity to provide
for the world’s population and maintain a satisfactory and sustainable envi-
ronment (von Weizsicker et al. 1997: ch. 11).

Although, in the vast and increasing literature on environmental issues,
comparatively little attention was paid until recently to cities (McLaren 1992:
56; Stren 1992), sustainable city development today has become a common-
place in the set of policy goals given high priority by the political elites in
various countries. The higher priority given to environmental issues in city
politics, however, is not only an effect of the nature of such issues. It can
also be seen in the light of a general trend towards decentralisation in many
countries. From a top-down perspective it has been a conscious strategy to
diversify responsibilities and ‘export’ crisis management, thereby hopefully
reducing the demand overload and financial stress put on central state admin-
istration by the growth of the welfare state. From a bottom-up perspective,
on the other hand, the decentralisation trend has been an expression of
popular demands for local autonomy and self-government (Elander and
Montin 1990).

As a reflection of the latter view many environmentalists have argued that
society should be restructured by a radical decentralisation of the nation-
state (Naess 1973: 98; O’Riordan 1981: 7-10, 307; Dobson 1990: 117-22;
Eckersley 1992: 160-70). Eckersley uses the generic term ‘ecocommunalism’
to cover the diverse range of theories seeking the development of ‘human
scale, cooperative communities that enable the rounded and mutualistic devel-
opment of humans while at the same time respecting the integrity of the
nonhuman world’. Progress in these communities would generally be
measured by the degree to which they have been able to adapt human
communities to ecosystems and by the degree to which the full range of
human needs are fulfilled (Eckersley 1992: 160).

As argued earlier in this chapter, to become efficient, local empowerment
must be coupled with transnational governance structures. However, gover-
nance is a very broad and loose concept, which does not necessarily include
open, democratic government set within the framework of a constitutional
order. Thus there are today many ideas pointing in the direction of a reformed
UN system, including such features as a global parliament, a new charter of
rights and duties and a global legal system — including an International Court
(Archibugi 1995; Held 1995; Bienen et al. 1998; Falk 1998b). This does
not mean that local actors should just sit and wait for a World Government
to solve all their problems. On the contrary, it is ‘necessary today not only
to think about the global consequences of local action, but to act to change
the global context of local action: “Think and act, globally and locally”’
(Low and Gleeson 1998: 189).

Practitioners who have turned to various eco-city paradigms or movements
for guidance in applying the concept of ‘sustainability’ and its neighbours
may have found ‘much inspiration but relatively little guidance’. Nevertheless,
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there are by now ‘numerous examples of citizen and community initiatives
that demonstrate that creative, transferable solutions to seemingly intractable
social and environmental challenges are being initiated by citizen organiza-
tions and municipal officials in cities and towns around the world’ (Roseland
1997: 200-1).

In fact, the literature on sustainability and related themes has become so
abundant that the problem is rather one of orientating oneself among the
many more or less overlapping approaches. Haughton and Hunter (1996:
286-312), for example, identify four urban forms which they discuss in terms
of ‘balanced regional hierarchy, concentrated centre, concentrated decen-
tralisation, and deconcentrated development’. They end their book by
presenting a ‘Sustainable City Manifesto’ in eight points, largely reflecting
the spirit of Agenda 21 and Habitat II (ibid.: 311).

At the supranational level, the European Union has been very active in
uniting member states on environmental issues in general and on their urban
manifestations in particular, issuing a Green Paper on the Urban Environment
in 1990. In this document arguments were given in favour of compact cities,
high-density cities ‘which would see a renaissance of urban living and urban
quality of life’ (ibid.: 297-8). Four years later a European Commission
report on the sustainable city argued that environmental sustainability cannot
be perceived without social equity and economic sustainability. In this
report, as in many other contexts, ESD ‘is being defined more and more as
a process and not as an endpoint, as a trip rather than a destination’ (Mega
1996: 135).

At the opening of the Aalborg Conference on European Sustainable Cities
and Towns in May 1994 it was stated that sustainability is ‘equity extended
into the future’ (as quoted in Mega 1996: 135) This conference was the
starting point for the European Campaign for Sustainable Cities and Towns,
which was to be joined, in November 1995, by 177 cities. A common policy
framework for the development of ESD performance indicators has been
created in the Charter of European Cities and Towns: Towards Sustainability
(ibid.: 140). In addition, an ‘amazing number of conferences, books, articles
and summer schools’ have been devoted to urban ESD in Europe, for example
several publications (including internet) on ‘Good Practice’. ‘All over Europe,
cities are becoming laboratories for ecological innovation’ (ibid.: 143),
including a broad range of measures to improve collective transportation,
create efficient recyling systems, and develop environmentally less harmful
energy systems. However, cities also compete with each other to become
major growth centres. These policies sometimes demand policies which
conflict with the aims of ESD. The state of knowledge so far does not allow
for any firm conclusions about the net result of the equation, i.e. whether
the many plans and actions taken in favour of ESD in cities have had any
substantial impact on the overall urban situation.
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Agenda 21 and global environmental governance:
concluding remarks

The Agenda 21 perspective is so general that it can serve as a source of inspi-
ration for different strategies aiming at ecological sustainability. On the one
hand this could be seen as a fundamental weakness. One could rephrase the
point originally formulated by Aaron Wildavsky (1973): ‘If sustainability is
everything, maybe it’s nothing.” On the other hand, one could also argue
that the breadth and openness of interpretation characterising the Agenda
21 initiative contributes to its strength. Given its core commitment (‘a blue-
print for sustainable development’) it leaves to the nine ‘major groups’,
including local government, the task of operationalising the way forward. As
argued in the first chapter of this volume, ESD is commonly considered
within the context of a triangle, or three overlapping circles, where economic
development, social justice and ecological sustainability are the three funda-
mental principles. Needless to say, this opens the way for different
interpretations and applications at all levels and sectors of society.

An assessment of the outcomes of Agenda 21 is difficult to make for at least
four reasons. Firstly, the scope of Agenda 21 is so broad that it is impossible
to see whether the balance between success on one front is outweighed by
failures on other fronts. Secondly, five years is too short a period for making
a conclusive assessment of this broad programme. Thirdly, there is no simple
yardstick of assessment. Let it suffice to recall the three-dimensional oper-
ationalisation of ESD, written into Agenda 21: economic growth, social devel-
opment and environmental sustainability. Finally, there is always the problem
of considering what would have happened if the programme had never existed.

With these reservations in mind a few general conclusions can still be
drawn. Firstly, Agenda 21 and subsequent confirmations in supranational,
national and local activities represent a moral commitment which at least
provide a lever or yardstick for critique, although adequate resources for effi-
cient action will only slowly and unevenly materialise. Secondly, to implement
Agenda 21 many institutions have been built up at all levels of government
and society, and these institutions, however efficient (or inefficient) they may
be, at least have the potential to become vehicles for development towards
ecological sustainability and environmental justice. Thirdly, although inau-
gurated as a top-down project, Agenda 21 strongly propagates a participatory
approach, urging not only national governments but first and foremost local
authorities, NGOs and other stakeholders to mobilise in favour of partner-
ships for saving the planet through prompt and concrete action. Fourthly,
Agenda 21, in the spirit of the Brundtland Report, embodies a positive
strategy for ecological modernisation which escapes the dead-end of the tradi-
tional environmental debate between the ‘business-as-usual’ approach and
the ‘fundamentalisms’ of many deep ecologists and ecosocialists.

On the negative side, one can easily list a number of items. It is obvious
that the relationship between the solemn declarations and the real actions
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taken so far is very tenuous. Considering the bleak record of the state of the
world by the end of the millennium (Flavin 1997), Agenda 21+5 represents
but a drop in the ocean. No new money to implement the programme has
been offered. Business and industry have been very slow to change their
behavour in a more environmentally friendly direction. Issues which are crucial
for ESD at the urban level such as transport, energy and tourism were not
even given priority in the programme itself and neither are any other UN
bodies dealing with them. Thus one should not be surprised by the nega-
tive assessment made by the UN General Assembly at its nineteenth special
session in June 1997:

Five years after the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development, the state of the global environment has continued to deteri-
orate ... and significant environmental problems remain deeply embedded
in the socio-economic fabric of countries in all regions. Some progress
has been made in terms of institutional development, international
consensus-building, public participation and private sector actions and,
as a result, a number of countries have succeeded in curbing pollution
and slowing the rate of resource degradation. Overall, however, trends
are Worsening.

(UN 1997a; our empbhasis)

Even stronger words have been used by NGOs such as Friends of the Earth:

This summit reveals a scandalous betrayal of the promise raised at Rio. After
five years we have seen little progress in implementing Agenda 21. And now
after two weeks of negotiations we have an utterly shameful outcome from
the Earth Summit Two. The political will demonstrated here is entirely
inadequate to meeting the challenges of sustainable development.
(Friends of the Earth 1997)

However, although the overall assessment of Agenda 21 has a strong nega-
tive flavour, one may find positive examples in some national contexts, as
will be demonstrated in the country-specific chapters of this volume. With
regard to urban politics and the environment, one should be especially atten-
tive to the implementation of the Local Agenda 21 (LA 21).

As of 30 November 1996, more than 1,800 local governments in 64
countries were involved in LA 21 activities. As many as 1,631 or 90 percent
of the LA 21 activities were located in the developed countries. Local govern-
ment associations and organisations from these countries were able to
participate in the UNCED process, and were therefore able rapidly to dissem-
inate information about LA 21 in their countries. Local governments in the
developed countries, unlike their counterparts in developing countries, also
tended to adapt existing environmental planning procedures. Municipal
association LA 21 campaigns were under way in eight countries — Australia,
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Denmark, Finland, Netherlands, Norway, Republic of Korea, Sweden, and
the United Kingdom. In addition, national governments had established
campaigns in Bolivia, China and Japan. These eleven campaigns involved 82
percent of the documented LA 21 planning efforts. Most local governments
were still in the early stages of LA 21 planning and gave greater attention
to participation and consensus-building in the preparation of action plans
than to measures required for the implementation of these plans. As concluded
by the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI) on
the basis of an evaluation of twenty-nine case studies: ‘the greatest impact
of Local Agenda 21 during its first years has been to reform the process of
governance at the local level so that the key requirements of sustainable
development can be factored into local planning and budgeting’ (ICLEI
1997: 16; cf. Brugman 1997).

The ICLEI report ends with three recommendations. Firstly, to initiate
LA 21 planning efforts national campaigns should be launched through a
national municipal association or other local government associations,
including a wide variety of ‘stakeholders’. Secondly, national and international
investment and development assistance programmes should be responsive to
LA 21 plans. Considerable national and international assistance is needed
to implement LA 21 plans successfully. Thirdly, the successful implementa-
tion of LA 21 action plans will require the establishment of a supportive
national policy and fiscal framework.

The conclusions drawn from this study of LA 21 naturally remind us of
the characteristics of global environmental governance discussed earlier in
this chapter. Thus in whatever way we like to define ESD and envision the
road towards environmental justice, the measures we now have at our disposal
can be summarised as an ‘eclectic mix of international agreements, sensible
government policies, efficient use of private resources, and bold initiatives by
grassroots organisations and local governments’ (Flavin 1997: 4). Or, to put
it briefly, we have to think and act, globally and locally.
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3 A rough road out of Rio

The right-wing reaction in the
United States against global
environmentalism

Timothy W. Luke

Introduction

Most of the delegates to the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro came
from countries which sincerely supported the meeting’s professed values and
ecological goals. On this count, however, the representatives of the United
States stood apart from the rest. Because of President Bush’s opposition to
the meeting’s climate change and biodiversity treaties, the 300 American
delegates intransigently resisted the conference’s basic agenda, which severely
dampened the entire affair’s overall diplomatic success. This difference is
significant. While the other chapters in this collection examine the more
positive intended effects of the Rio summit outside America, this chapter
looks more closely at a few of its negative unintended effects on politics in
the United States.

Since 1992, the meliorative tenor of Rio has been spun very perversely
in the USA as a threat and menace to its national sovereignty, economic secu-
rity, and domestic economy. While these anti-environmental interpretations of
the Rio summit first came from the extreme right, they soon were endorsed,
albeit obliquely, by the Bush administration as it felt the mounting pressures
of the 1992 presidential primaries. Even though Bush lost the 1992 election,
and the victorious Clinton—Gore ticket has espoused more pro-environment
views, the new Democratic government holds views on free trade, engaged
globalism, and American superpower that closely parallel those of President
Bush. Yet, these Cold War internationalist positions have only inflamed the
nationalistic right-wing backlash against transnational economics and ecology.

In fact, the split over international ecology agreements, like those pro-
pounded at the Rio Summit, express some of the most fundamental divisions
now splitting the American body politic during the post-Cold War era. This
chapter, then, will examine these political conflicts and ideological contradic-
tions as they have surfaced all over the United States in the aftermath of the
Earth Summit at Rio. It surveys the public discourse about the Rio conference
— first, during the days leading into the 1992 summit and then afterwards in
order to, second, illustrate how this global meeting has become reinterpreted
in such a menacing manner to many American citizens.
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The Earth Summit and its promise

After two years of planning and preparatory meetings, the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development was convened in Rio de
Janeiro on June 3-14, 1992. The scope of the Earth Summit and its
antecedents has already been outlined in Chapter 2. Before the Rio summit,
many hoped that it might prove to be a watershed event that would change
the direction of human history, like the treaties of Westphalia, the Congress
of Vienna, or the San Francisco Charter. New nations from the mostly poor,
industrializing South wanted the richer, industrialized North to limit their
pollution and provide more development aid; older countries in the North
hoped the nations of the South would make greater efforts to curb their
population growth and protect biodiversity (Adler with Hager, 1992: 22).

Very little real progress has been made after the meeting because of the
unwillingness of both sides to either make real unilateral concessions or
engage in serious joint collaboration. Even though the United States has
purported to be ‘pro-environment’ to all of its domestic and foreign audi-
ences, the Bush administration persistently maintained throughout the
proceedings that ‘the American life-style is not up for negotiation’ (Elmer-
Dewitt, 1992: 58).

As a Washington Post editorial remarked, the Rio summit in the eyes of
official Washington was not about global warming or species depletion.
Instead, it was read as being about environment and development, or ‘trans-
lating economic wealth into genuinely better living conditions over the next
generation’ (June 3, 1992: Al18). Because just about every government in
the world would be represented, many hoped the meeting also could make
‘a contribution to the education of governments, particularly the one here
in Washington’ (June 3, 1992: Al8). Unfortunately, as subsequent events
during the 1990s have shown, this educational potential essentially was lost
on both the American people and its government in Washington.

The Rio summit on the environment, for all the promise held by its impres-
sive convocation of the world’s countries, nongovernmental organizations,
and environmentalists, did not produce many decisive outcomes due to a
certain lack of decisive leadership (Babbit, 1992; Shabecoff, 1992; Begley
et al., 1992). Going into the summit, 139 countries had voted for a manda-
tory stabilization agreement on greenhouse gas emissions, which would have
fixed year 2000 outputs at 1990 levels. From the beginning, the Bush admin-
istration disagreed with these targets (Rensberger, 1992: A22). Only the
USA was standing in opposition to this accord in March 1992; yet, by May,
most of the European nations, led by Germany, also were wavering.

The targets on emissions were moved, and the mandatory enforcement
provisos of the agreement were revoked by the time the Rio conference was
convened. Still, the European Community with Germany in the lead won
plaudits for its firm commitment to work with the developing countries,
regulate greenhouse gases, and provide $4 billion in environmental aid
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(Weisskopf, 1992a: Al, 8). By and large, Japan played no special role in the
conference, while Russia and the former Soviet republics only sought minimal
recognition of their difficulties in making the transition to a market economy.
Most developing nations placed their major emphasis, like President Bush
and the United States, on promoting more economic growth (Greenhouse,
1992: 6). Mexico’s President Carlos Salinas, for example, nodded with respect
to ‘nature’s equilibriums,” but he also asserted that ‘the cause of ecology
must not be converted into the cause of protectionism’ (Weisskopf and
Devroy, 1992: Al, 12). Consequently, none of the Earth Summit’s agree-
ments were legally binding, and there was no effective means of insuring real
compliance with any measures endorsed by the conferences in Rio (Lewis,
1992: 10).

By the end of the proceedings, very few real achievements could be attrib-
uted to the gathering. Of course, some general ideals were affirmed. The
Rio Declaration, a six-page philosophical brief connecting poverty to envi-
ronmental degradation, and Agenda 21, a lengthy blueprint for many
environmental reforms, were approved by the assembled body, but these were
totally non-binding declarations carrying only moral force to ensure compli-
ance (Weisskopf and Devroy, 1992: Al, 12). A statement of principles on
forest preservation was discussed; yet, poor, timber-producing countries
resisted a tough treaty to protect the world’s forests as wildlife habitats,
carbon sinks, and biodiversity preserves. A binding treaty on biodiversity was
drawn up. The United States, however, refused to sign it, arguing that it
would cripple the nation’s booming biotechnology industries (Robinson and
Preston, 1992: Al, 26). The climate change convention on greenhouse gases
was accepted, but without specific targets or timetables for reductions, even
though most nations made a moral commitment to keep year 2000 emissions
at 1990 levels (Elmer-Dewitt, 1992: 58).

In many ways, the Earth Summit in Rio was organised to mediate some
new shared understandings between the highly industrial countries of the
North and the newly industrializing nations of the South (Easterbrook, 1992:
33). The nations of the North were to concede their responsibility for
polluting their own backyards, and everyone else’s, while the countries in
the South were to strike a fresh bargain with the North not to repeat all of
the North’s industrial missteps. The South was to pledge protection for bio-
diversity within their borders in exchange for aid, and the North was to
provide aid to get real protections for the biosphere in the South. Regrettably,
however, things on this account neither started out well nor ended posi-
tively. William K. Reilly, head of the United States Environmental Protection
Agency, indicated on the eve of the conference that Washington was
concerned about ‘a certain amount of posturing by developing countries to
try to get us to contribute more funds’ when, in fact, ‘those contributions
are not in the cards’ (Weisskopf and Robinson, 1992: A21). Similarly,
Ting Wen Lian, Malaysia’s ambassador to the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization complained about such ‘high-handed’ diplomatic tactics, while
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suggesting that Third World nations would not be cast as ‘scapegoats’ for
the world’s environmental crises (Weisskopf and Robinson, 1992: A21).

When the conference ended, the United States had not shifted from its
original intransigent positions. Reilly continued to claim, in keeping with the
Bush administration, that signing all of the Rio treaties was out of the ques-
tion. Indeed, it would be ‘contrary to the interests of the United States’
(Weisskopf and Robinson, 1992: A23). Maurice Strong, the multimillionaire
architect of the Rio Earth Summit, estimated $6 or $7 billion was pledged
by the assembled nations to aid the poor countries of the South; yet, the
USA essentially baulked at a binding pledge to give only 0.7 percent of its
GNP to pay for ecologically sustainable development in the Third World
(Shabecoff, 1992: 101, 99). These penny-pinching tactics only demonstrated,
once again, to Strong how few of the world’s powerful nations saw the close
connection between global economic inequalities and world-wide ecological
disasters (Saul, 1992: 32-33). For a man in search of ‘historic civilizational
change’ (Preston, 1992: B1), Rio proved to be very frustrating.

The official American opposition to Rio

The American response to the Rio conference cannot be comprehended
without recognizing that the diplomatic positions of official Washington often
reveal very little about where most of the state or civil society actually stand.
On one level, environmentalism is treated as a ‘Mom and apple pie’ issue in
everyday political life: everyone says they want clean air, clean water, clean
land. On a second level, however, environmentalism often plays out as a very
selfish type of localism: NIMBYism on either the neighborhood or national
level always pushes for others to incur all the costs of otherwise narrowly
distributed benefits. On a third level, environmentalism is increasingly being
typecast as a real threat to ‘the American way of life’. For many average
consumers there is a new enemy. Dictatorial state regulators, who undoubt-
edly are socialists, want to take away backyard barbecues, fast cars, red meat,
and air conditioners in the name of the ozone layer, global climate, inter-
national equity, and world environment. In other words, the various levels
of the government bureaucracy and diverse quarters of civil society are
becoming quite divided over the real meaning of the environmental crisis,
which makes it easy for all Americans to be easily divided by mismanaged
ecological concerns.

The Rio Declaration’s sense of alarm, then, clearly is not at all shared by
many neoliberals and nationalists, who are now the recruits for antiglobal-
ization fundamentalist movements in the United States. While the Earth
might have an ‘integral and interdependent nature’, this does not necessarily
require everyone to conform to economic, political, and social directives from
would-be transnational ecocrats intent upon protecting what they imagine is
‘the global environmental and developmental system’ (Grubb ez al., 1993:
87). On one level, neoliberals and nationalists rightly complain that the
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operational science that documents like the Rio Declaration rest upon is
nothing but ordinary scientific research. As such, it is completely contestable,
entirely subject to second opinion, and expressly mandates by itself no clear
moral solutions (Rensberger, 1992: Al, 22). On a second level, antiglobal-
ization advocates see the figure of globalization as a new strategy for simply
redistributing the costs and benefits of unequal growth from one network
of currently overprivileged localities to another collection of presently under-
privileged localities. Both implicitly acknowledge there are great disparities
within and between nations, but anti-transnational, anti-intergovernmental,
anti-environmental resistances explicitly oppose any policies that will take
something away from the United States in general, or impose new costs upon
particular localities within the USA, in order to benefit some other unknown
nations and localities elsewhere.

The American position at the Rio summit, which was defined by a Bush
administration still flush with success after the Gulf War and the collapse of
the Soviet Union, ironically, was not very yielding to international pressures
during the June 1992 conference. During his official speech, Bush told the
assembly of world leaders that ‘America’s position on environmental protec-
tion is second to none, so I did not come here to apologize’ (Greenhouse,
1992: 4-1). Consequently, the USA compelled everyone to accept a very
weakened version of the climate change treaty, and it refused to sign the
biodiversity accord, suggesting that both initiatives would damage America’s
economic growth and industrial performance (Weisskopf, 1992b: A42). Three
and a half years of very little real economic progress had left high percent-
ages of Bush supporters during the 1992 primary season in New Hampshire,
Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin saying they wanted any other GOP candidate
besides President Bush (Belliveau ez al., 1992: A12). So, caught in a tough
re-election race at home, Bush stressed the salient importance of ‘the
economy’ over all environmental concerns.

In fact, the Bush administration was quite strident, attacking Japan and
Germany as latecomers to the ecological cause, rebuking indigenous peoples
for worrying excessively about local biodiversity, and dismissing larger efforts
to cap year 2000 carbon dioxide emissions at 1990 levels (Begley et al.,
1992: 30-33). Germany’s Minister of the Environment, Klaus Topfer, explic-
itly articulated his country’s alarm over these hardnosed American positions.
Fearing that the Cold War rivalry over ideology between East and West was
being supplanted by a new North-South rivalry over the environment, Topfer
said, ‘I am afraid that conservatives in the United States are picking “ecol-
ogism” as their new enemy’ (Greenhouse, 1992: 4-1).

Even though tough environmental regulations have sparked the creation
of almost 70,000 environmental companies with nearly two million employees
and $130 billion in sales (Schneider, 1992: 4—4), President Bush rebufted
the Rio conference’s biodiversity negotiators. In a news conference prior to
the Rio summit, Bush reaffirmed, on the one hand, that ‘I will not sign a
treaty that in my view throws too many Americans out of work’, and, on
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the other hand, he refused ‘criticism from what I consider some of the
extremes in the environmental movement, internationally and domestically’
(Schneider, 1991: 4—4). In this open assault on all environmentalists, foreign
and domestic, who opposed his allegedly strong ecological record, Bush
echoed antiecological claims made by the network of timber, coal mining,
agriculture, and land developing interests allied together in the ‘wise use’
movement across the American West (Harvey, 1996: 384-385). Bush’s take
on the Earth Summit was captured best in an interview with Jornal do Brasil
on the eve of his departure to Rio: ‘I am president of the United States,
not president of the world, and I’ll do what is best to defend USA inter-
ests” (cited in Shabecoff, 1992: 89).

This official White House approach simply stuck to a nationalistic neoliberal
understanding of the world’s economy and ecology. Partly a response to global
economic competitions, and partly a response to global ecological scarcities,
today’s neoliberal and antiglobal readings of the earth’s political economy con-
struct the attainment of national economic growth, security, and prosperity as
a zero-sum game. Having more material wealth or economic growth in one
place, such as the USA or any given locality within its borders, means not having
it in other places — namely, rival foreign nations and all of their many local
communities. These positions also assume that material scarcity is an inflexible
constraint; hence, all resources, everywhere and at any time, should be treated
as private property whose productive potentials must be subjected ultimately to
economic exploitation and not obstructed by ecological regulation.

Many anti-transnational and anti-environmental popular groups in the USA
accept the prevailing form of mass market consumerism as it presently exists,
because it defines many material private benefits as the public ends that
advanced economies ought to seek (Harvey, 1996: 383-385). This, then,
affirms the need for hard discipline in elaborate programs of local produc-
tivism, only now couched within rhetorics of highly politicized national
competition, as the means for sustaining mass market consumer lifestyles in
advanced nations like the United States. Creating economic growth, and
producing more of it than other equally aggressive developed and developing
countries, is the sine gua non of ‘national security’ in the 1990s. As Richard
Darman, President Bush’s chief of the Office of Management and Budget
declared after Earth Day in 1990, ‘Americans did not fight and win the wars
of the twentieth century to make the world safe for green vegetables’ (cited
in Sale, 1993: 77). Not everyone in the USA, then, sees environmentalism
as tantamount to moral salvation by leaving behind an entire way of life tied
to using increased levels of natural resources to accelerate economic growth.

These nationalistic readings of the environment have sparked into life some
new discourses about collective social responsibility. Even the green geopol-
itics of the Clinton administration carries a very nativistic reading in its codes
of ecological reflexivity. This became obvious when President Clinton made
green geopolitics an integral part of his global doctrine of ‘engagement’ in
1995. ‘To reassert America’s leadership in the post-Cold War world’, and in
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moving ‘from the industrial to the information age, from the Cold War world
to the global village’, President Clinton opened up to both antiglobalization
localists and neoliberal nationalists when he claimed:

we know that abroad we have the responsibility to advance freedom and
democracy — to advance prosperity and the preservation of our planet
. in a world where the dividing line between domestic and foreign
policy is increasingly blurred . . . Our personal, family, and national future
is affected by our policies on the environment at home and abroad. The
common good at home is simply not separate from our efforts to advance
the common good around the world. They must be one in the same if

we are to be truly secure in the world of the 21st century.
(Foreign Policy Bulletin, 1995: 43)

The Rio summit simply turns into one more piece in an emergent mosaic
of international accords and transnational understandings that are disturbing
for many Americans as they contemplate the world system, and their nation’s
place within it, after the Cold War. Along with the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Uruguay Round of the General
Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) negotiations in 1993, the Rio
summit in 1992 and the Kyoto climate conference in 1997 all now appear
to be, as Henry Kissinger celebrates, the emerging architecture of ‘a new
international system’, which will permit the USA to take the final steps toward
‘the new world order’ (1993: 1C). Advocates of ‘free trade’ and ‘sustainable
development’ like Henry Kissinger, George Bush, Warren Christopher, and
Bill Clinton, support the growing openness of the American economy
and environment to global competition and regulation. For others, however,
like Ross Perot, Jerry Brown, Jesse Jackson, and Patrick Buchanan, the dictates
of Agenda 21 or NAFTA represent more than restrictions of greenhouse gas
emissions or industrial jobs going to the South. Instead, they are now all
‘about American sovereignty going south’ (Buchanan, 1998: 264).

Antiglobalism and ultranationalism in the USA

Many Americans will resist intrusions of any sort into their material way of
life, but the most active and militant opposition to transnational environ-
mentalism comes from loosely organized but quite widespread conservative
groups, like the self-identified Patriot movement. Spanning a very narrow
band of the ideological spectrum from the Christian Identity, Counties’
Rights, Wise Use and National Taxpayers’ Union to the John Birch Society,
Ku Klux Klan, Posse Comitatus, and Christian Coalition, this growing band
of fellow travelers also counts many right-to-life, neo-nazi, gun advocates,
and anti-Semitic groups among its ranks. United by their distaste for what
they imagine as the New World Order, these ultranationalist groups all see
themselves as legitimate expressions of the popular sovereignty underpinning
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the American republic. Like other militant, self-organized, and well-armed
associations of citizens throughout the history of the United States, the
Confederate States, or the original colonies of North America, these nation-
alists now dispute the decision-making authority and legitimacy of the state
behind today’s incumbent bipartisan regime of free trade globalists.

After the siege at Waco and the passage of NAFTA in 1993, many Patriot
groups turned up the rhetorical heat in their interpretations of the present
moment. For many, the activities of the Clinton administration, in particular,
soon,

led to the conviction that the government was proceeding to disarm
citizens, to subdue them later, submitting Americans to surveillance from
hidden cameras, and black helicopters, and implanting biochips in the
newborn. To this global threat, on jobs, on privacy, on liberty, on
the American way of life, they oppose the Bible and the original American
Constitution, expunged of its Amendments. In accordance with these
texts, both received from God, they affirm the sovereignty of citizens
and its direct expression in county governments, not acknowledging the
authority of the federal government, its laws, its courts, as well as
the validity of the Federal Reserve Bank.

(Castells, 1997: 86-87)

Not surprisingly, the Patriot movement has little use for any international
resolutions to preserve the environment that the current federal government
has chosen to back with diplomatic, economic, and scientific support.

For antiglobalization advocates, there is, in fact, no better example of the
New World Order than the workings of transnational environmental confer-
ences, groups, and institutions as they have emerged out of the Montreal
ozone protocols or the Rio environmental conference. All of them appear
clearly poised to extinguish American economic and political sovereignty.
When positioned alongside other more bread-and-butter decisions imposed
by the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, and
the United Nations, even feel-good issues, like protecting the environment
or preserving biodiversity, assume a more insidious quality for those who
question the liberal meliorism of these international institutions. Such orga-
nizations are interpreted as a very real threat to the American way of life,
particularly to the well-paying jobs, privacy rights, personal freedoms, and
political powers of individual American citizens.

The Preamble to Agenda 21 from the Earth Summit on the global environ-
ment at Rio is full of technocratic talk that highlights the policy imperatives,
not for individuals, localities or even nations, but rather for all human beings,
planetary ecosystems or especially global partnerships:

Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We are confronted with
a perpetuation of disparities between and within nations, a worsening of
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poverty, hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration
of the ecosystems on which we depend for our well-being. However, inte-
gration of environment and development concerns and greater attention
to them will lead to the fulfillment of basic needs, improved living
standards for all, better protected and managed ecosystems and a safer,
more prosperous future. No nation can achieve this on its own; but
together we can — in a global partnership for sustainable development.
(Grubb et al., 1993: 83)

Because many communities in the USA already enjoy a safe, prosperous
present, antiglobalization advocates see these sorts of pious liberal pledges
expressing a set of transnational tactics to reduce their local community’s
security and prosperity. Moreover, the vague designs of a ‘global partnership
for sustainable development’ upsets neoliberals and nationalists in the USA
who believe existing markets are working well enough to serve American
national interests.

Transnational environmentalism cannot strike a worthwhile bargain for the
United States because it apparently stands for an unknown, unfixed and
untrustworthy ‘environmentalist transnation’ whose ecocratic overseers will
be certain to put postnational ecosystemic interests over and before the
national economic interests of Americans. Even though they would be
extremely wary of some antiglobalization localists, elite groups of neoliberal
nationalists also share this deep suspicion of well-meaning global conferences,
like the 1992 Rio conference on the environment, that try to renegotiate
the terms of global political economy by using ecological values to change
who gets what, where, when, and how.

Antiglobalization localists fear their already marginal economic security will
be abridged in the hope of enhancing life somewhere in China, India or Brazil
where poverty, hunger, ill health and illiteracy are all quite severe. Yet, making
this move also will certainly bring most of these negative factors very quickly
down to many Americans on a local level. Neoliberals and nationalists, in turn,
fear too many of these global partnerships will not sustain America’s continu-
ing economic development in the hopes of jogging new development else-
where outside the USA. Almost every American industry feels this heat. Many
ordinary workers know Japan produces light, fuel-efficient cars in new highly
robotized factories. So when the USA produces full-sized vans in Ford auto-
mobile plants that date from 1919 and require twice as much energy per vehicle
produced as comparable Japanese auto plants (Weisskopf, 1992a: Al), the
ecological costs and economic benefits of America’s existing sovereignty gets
put into a more revealing global perspective.

Anti-statism as anti-environmentalism

These dynamics have been building in the USA since 1968. Amidst a losing
war in Vietnam, an inability to halt the spread of Soviet-style communism,
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a stagnation in average family income, and an apparent favoritism for racial
minorities over the white majority, a widespread backlash began to build
against the cosmopolitan values of New Deal and Great Society liberalism in
the early 1970s. The events of Waco, Ruby Ridge, and Oklahoma City in
the 1990s are not entirely the work of a lunatic minority. They do express
the rage of many rural, white, working class Americans, who now distrust
almost all government officials, corporate middlemen, and scientific experts.
In many cases, these men and women have been struggling for decades to
establish and/or maintain their place upon America’s vast middle classes. As
the economy and environment of the United States were opened up to
foreign competition and pressure during the 1970s by corporate liberals with
free trade ideals and transnational environmentalist values, ‘a growing number
of white men in rural America had come to believe that this kind of liber-
alism had little or nothing to offer to them’ (Stock, 1997: 150).

In partisan terms, these citizens were angry. Even so, when they vote,
most are not always racist, sexist or conservative in their politics. During
1968, the vast majority of those who voted for George Wallace of Alabama
named Robert F. Kennedy as their second choice for President (Bennett,
1988: 337). It was the anti-elitism, populism, and anti-corporate tone
of both Wallace and Kennedy that excited these people. Richard Nixon, of
course, named them ‘the silent majority’, but mostly they were, as this odd
preference ordering for George Wallace o7 Bobby Kennedy suggests, those
Americans ‘for whom New Deal and Great Society liberalism had not deliv-
ered on its promise, if it had made a promise at all’ (Stock, 1997: 152). In
1980, many of these voters turned out for Ronald Reagan; and in 1992,
they voted for Bill Clinton. Each time, they basically were seeking some-
thing new, something different, something not unlike what was expressed in
the words of Bill Clinton at the launch of his 1996 campaign when he
exclaimed that ‘the age of big government is over’ ( New York Times, January
24, 1996: Al4).

Endorsing environmental efforts, like Agenda 21 or the Rio Declaration,
however, is not a sign of big government going away. In fact, this sort of
transnational environmental treaty seems far more ominous to far too many
ordinary Americans, because it looks as though the era of big American
government will end only to be replaced by an era of even bigger foreign gov-
ernance: the New World Order. This fracture down the center of the Cold
War consensus is what defines much of America’s politics in the 1990s, and
there is every indication that it will continue into the next century as new envi-
ronmental imperatives are pushed more and more on to center stage in
Washington and every state capital. ‘Within both parties’, as Buchanan asserts,
‘nationalists are in rancorous conflict with the globalists . .. this is the new
conflict of the age that succeeds the Cold War’ (Buchanan, 1998: 265).

Repudiating even weak environmental regulations, such as those from the
Rio Summit, represents America’s new populist ‘economic nationalism’ very
well. For many average Americans, the work of the EPA within the USA is
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living proof that ‘environmental policy is out of control, costing jobs,
depressing living standards and being run by politicians, scheming business
people and social extremists’ (Brimelow and Spencer, 1992: 59). Nationalistic
populists believe in ‘wise use’ philosophies of market-driven conservationism,
but they do not endorse stronger campaigns to regulate consumer choice or
producer prerogative directly by intrusive state intervention in the name of
all humanity. Buchanan, for example, is quite explicitly anti-global in his
version of economic nationalism, which means,

tax and trade policies that put America before the Global Economy, and
the well-being of our own people before what is best for ‘mankind’ [sic].
Trade is not an end in itself; it is the means to an end, to a more just
society and more self-reliant nation. Our trade and tax policies should be
designed to strengthen USA sovereignty and independence and should
manifest a bias toward domestic, rather than foreign, commerce. For as
von Mises said, peaceful commerce binds people together, and Americans
should rely more on one another.

(Buchanan, 1998: 228)

The efforts to reduce greenhouse gases, losses of biodiversity, and ozone-
destroying compounds can be dismissed as being based upon shoddy science
and/or devious diplomacy, both of which certainly seem aimed at curtailing
American sovereignty. Consequently, any additional attempts to impose
unwanted environmental regulations must be, according to America’s new
anti-globalists, held before the demanding bar of an enlightened nationalism.
The purposes of economic and environmental policy in the United States
are not ‘to prosper mankind — but Americans first: our workers, farmers,
businessmen, manufacturers. And what is good for the Global Economy is
not automatically good for America’ (Buchanan, 1998: 284).

Grassroots opposition such as this to major international agreements on
the environment also affects many higher level policy deliberations. Before
the USA delegation departed to the conference on the global climate in
Kyoto during 1997, the Senate unanimously passed the Byrd—Hagel resolu-
tion, which states that the United States must not sign any agreement on
greenhouse gas emissions unless it stipulates specific commensurate reduc-
tions for developing nations. Sponsored by Senators Robert Byrd (Democrat)
of West Virginia and Chuck Hagel (Republican) of Nebraska, this bipartisan
resolution has influenced the debates and negotiations over the December
1997 treaty at home and abroad (Passacantando, 1998: C5). On one level,
this resolution marks an intense level of lobbying by coal, gas, and oil inter-
ests in the United States, who do not want their markets to shrink until
Mexico, India, China, and Brazil also agree to reduce their consumption of
dirty fossil fuels. On another level, however, these moves also express the
anxieties of ordinary voters who do not want their own high paying jobs
or everyone’s national security to be negotiated away in the name of
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environmental regulation, only to have the jobs reappear at unregulated sites
somewhere in the Third World because Mexico, India, China or Brazil were
exempted by the treaty.

For many Americans, even very conventional forms of environmentalism,
including the initiatives advanced at the Montreal, Rio, Cairo or Kyoto inter-
national conferences on CFCs, climate, the environment, or population, can
be cast as a serious threat to private property rights and individual free enter-
prise. United States Representative and Nevada Republican John Ensign, for
example, attacks the leaders of the environmental movement, domestic and
foreign, as ‘socialists’ or ‘collectivists’ who want to use big government,
ecological regulations, and international treaties to take away people’s priv-
ative property. In a recent campaign speech in his race for a USA Senate
seat in Nevada, he repeated some very widespread beliefs: ‘If you look at
what modern environmentalists have become, they have become not about
protecting the environment, but they have become about big government
and regulations and putting things out of the hands of private citizens’
(Vogel, 1998: 8B).

Because the environment has become a mainstream value for most
Americans, such conservative voices cannot dismiss it. They instead endorse
a particular type of environmentalism that emphasizes human stewardship of
the environment against the environmental movement’s apparent anti-
humanism. As Michael S. Berliner, the executive director of the Ayn Rand
Institute, suggests, Earth Day should actually be called ‘Anti-Human Day’,
because the environmentalists behind such events believe nature ought to be
revered ‘for its own sake, irrespective of any benefit to man’ (Berliner, 1998:
1-E). Conservative stewardship, on the other hand, argues in political debates
and policy deliberations ‘the Earth is here for us. We are to be good stew-
ards; we are to take care of it’ (Vogel, 1998: 8B). In fact, the preservation
of private property rights for many conservatives will give all humans a very
real stake in the process of environmental protection, and should show
everyone how ‘to manage in a way that is good for people and the envi-
ronment’ (Vogel, 1998: 8B).

While this conservative reaction to environmentalism supposedly resists the
demolition of technological /industrial civilization, it implicitly also stands up
in defense of the United States’ uniquely important place in the world’s
economic system. Virtually no distinctions are drawn between international
environmental accords and national ecology groups by their conservative
opponents. Environmentalists are all cast as anti-human and pro-nature.
Indeed, as Berliner asserts, in the United States, which remains

a nation founded on the pioneer spirit, they have made ‘development’
an evil word. They inhibit or prohibit the development of Alaskan oil,
offshore drilling, nuclear power and every other form or energy. Housing,
commerce and jobs are sacrificed to spotted owls and snail darters. Medical
research is sacrified to the ‘rights’ of mice. Logging is sacrificed to the
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‘rights’ of trees. No instance of the progress which brought man out of
the cave is safe from the onslaught of those ‘protecting’ the environ-
ment from man, whom they consider a rapist and despoiler by his very
essence.

(Berliner, 1998: 1-E)

Sincere efforts to protect the environment, then, are deflected immediately
by such critics into the register of national sovereignty, economic freedom,
and personal liberty rather than remaining on the level of global crisis, ecolog-
ical collapse, and imperiled biodiversity.

Once the work of environmentalism like that expressed at the Rio confer-
ence is put on this plane, anything that is done to protect biodiversity can
be trivialized, overstated, or distorted as another sorry example of anti-human
extremism. Plainly, there are some environmental extremists at work today,
and the attention-getting rhetoric continually comes back to haunt them.
Most environmentalists, however, are not extremists, and their efforts are
pitched at guaranteeing the survival of human life by ensuring the survival
of all the nonhuman life that humans depend upon in their environment.
Unfortunately, many conservatives continue to reduce all forms of environ-
mentalism to their most extreme expression: ‘Such is the naked essence of
environmentalism: It mourns the death of one whale or tree, but actually
welcomes the death of billions of people. A more malevolent, man-hating
philosophy is unimaginable’ (Berliner, 1998: 1-E).

Conclusions: rough road ahead

The United States does not always carry its responsibilities as a world super-
power easily or effectively. On the one hand, it must accept, because it
professes to believe in democracy, consensus, and law, the contradictory
dictates embedded in clusters of environmental agreements. They have been
negotiated, when all is said and done, by the world’s governments as mean-
ingful and valuable understandings. On the other hand, it can also ignore,
because it possesses the wealth, power, and technology, the weak constraints
created by these agreements inasmuch as they limit America’s sovereign
authority and economic growth. Indeed, during the triumphalist 1990s, the
citizens of the United States virtually see this as the special prerogative of
American superpower.

Ultimately, Buchanan and other patriotic Americans who buy into his sort
of economic nationalism explicitly repudiate the position espoused by Maurice
Strong at the Rio summit: ‘No one place can remain an island of affluence
in a sea of misery. We’re either going to save the whole world or no one
will be saved’ (cited in Weisskopf and Preston, 1992: A20). Instead, the
right-wing reaction to the Earth Summit pushes Principle 1 of the Rio
Declaration all the way to its nationalist conclusion: ‘Human beings are at
the center of concerns for sustainable development. They are entitled to
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a healthy and productive life’ (‘Draft of Environmental Rules: “Global
Partnership”’, 1992: 10). Human beings must be front and center, but they
should also be first and foremost American human beings. Thus, environ-
mental regulations are great as long as they apply to everyone else, but not
to Americans.

These intense nationalist reactions to the Earth Summit in the United
States add a distressing quality to post-Cold War politics. They are also
unlikely to fade anytime in the near future. Accepting costly structures of
national economic disadvantage in order to support larger geopolitical
strategic goals, which was quite common during the Cold War, is no longer
an automatic feature of bipartisan politics in the USA. What were tactics for
preventing communist expansion via a very biased system of privileged inter-
national exchange are now seen by antiglobal nationalists as examples of
parasitical free-riding at America’s expense. Because globalized environmental
treaties will cost Americans their jobs, they must be rejected by the ruling
elites in Washington as well as by many mass publics beyond the beltway
out in the country.

More liberal observers may discount these right-wing reactions as the
passing signs of a temporary fringe movement of extremists which really poses
no serious threat to the emergent transnational regime on the environment.
This analysis is wishful thinking. The sources of this right-wing reaction have
been building for a generation, and the greater geopolitical forces that once
kept them at bay now have changed decisively. Private property based conser-
vation has a large growing constituency in the USA, but public regulatory
intervention in the name of abstract transnational ecologies is increasingly
regarded as an economic fifth column dedicated to destroying the United
States from within. Public spirited environmental activists no longer dominate
political discourses about ecology in the way they once did thirty years ago.
Unless and until, those discursive battles are refought and won in the USA,
economic nationalists, conservative populists, and xenophobic isolationists will
block the effectiveness of any new ecological initiatives from international
conferences like the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro.
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4 Contradictions at the local
scale

Local implementation of Agenda
21 in the USA!

Robert W. Lake

Introduction

The large ambitions of Agenda 21, the global manifesto adopted at the 1992
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED)
in Rio de Janiero, are announced in the first words of the Preamble.
‘Humanity,” it declares, ‘stands at a defining moment in history.” As Tim
Luke points out in Chapter 3, the document’s framers clearly hoped to turn
the tide of human history with an internationally agreed-upon blueprint for
attaining sustainable development in the twenty-first century.

According to an UNCED report prepared by the Government of Australia,
Agenda 21 ‘represents the current international consensus on actions neces-
sary to move the world toward the goal of truly sustainable development’
(Australia, Department of the Environment, 1996: 1). This language is symp-
tomatic of Agenda 21’s extraordinarily large pretensions: it represents an
‘international consensus,” (a momentous claim in any substantive arena) that
seeks to ‘move the world’ (an awesome accomplishment) towards ‘truly
sustainable development’ (a glorious but undefined ideal lacking in either
conceptual or substantive clarity). “The objective,” continues Australia’s Guide
to Agenda 21, ‘is no less than the alleviation of poverty, hunger, sickness
and illiteracy worldwide while at the same time arresting the deterioration
of the ecosystems on which humankind depends to sustain life’ (ibid.).

The blueprint to achieve this objective is laid out in Agenda 21’s forty
chapters and hundreds of pages of text. Separate chapters address an array
of issues covering consumption patterns, demographic dynamics, human
settlements, the atmosphere, agriculture, desertification, biological diversity,
biotechnology, women, children, indigenous peoples, non-governmental
organizations, local authorities, trade unions, financial arrangements, educa-
tion, legal issues, and much, much more.

Chapter 28 of Agenda 21 addresses the role of local authorities in achieving
sustainable development. Local authorities are important, according to the
document, because ‘many of the problems and solutions being addressed by
Agenda 21 have their roots in local activities’ and, as a consequence, ‘the
participation and cooperation of local authorities will be a determining factor
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in fulfilling [Agenda 21’s] objectives ... As the level of governance closest
to the people, [local authorities] play a vital role in educating, mobilizing
and responding to the public to promote sustainable development.” In a
direct extension of this logic, Chapter 28 instructs each local authority world-
wide ‘to enter into a dialogue with its citizens, local organizations and private
enterprises’ to adopt a ‘Local Agenda 21’ to provide a strategy and a process
for attaining sustainability within the local sphere.

In what follows I examine the implementation of Local Agenda 21 programs
by sub-national governments in the United States, viewed against the back-
drop of the brave goals embraced by the authors of the Rio Declaration and
Agenda 21. The success or failure of local government authorities in achieving
socio-ecological sustainability in the largest consuming nation on earth may
be the single most critical determinant of world-wide progress towards this
clusive goal. To what extent does the implementation of Local Agenda 21
in the United States contribute to ‘the alleviation of poverty, hunger, sick-
ness and illiteracy worldwide — while at the same time arresting the
deterioration of . . . ecosystems?’2 To answer this question, this chapter surveys
the number and regional distribution of Local Agenda 21 programs in the
United States, summarizes their principal features, and evaluates their contri-
bution to the broad goal of ecological sustainability articulated in Rio. The
chapter concludes with an assessment of the contradictions inherent in the
attempt to achieve global ecological sustainability through programs situated
at the local scale.

The experience to date of local implementation of Agenda 21 in the United
States provides little grounds for optimism. Local Agenda 21 programs in
the USA are few in number and widely scattered in relatively non-central
locations. The handful of programs in place are necessarily driven more by
the imperatives of local political and economic dynamics than by the lofty
but generally unspecified goal of global sustainability. Attempts to promote
wider adoption of Agenda 21 at the local scale encounter fundamental contra-
dictions between local and global priorities. Local governments caught in a
competitive struggle with other localities are more concerned with the
demands of a global economy (or with the need to fend off its unwanted
consequences) than with the goal of global ecological sustainability. Demands
for local control and self-determination often diverge in contradictory respects
from global priorities and agendas. Finally, programs that appear to contribute
to sustainability at the local scale may not contribute to global sustainability
if they merely entail shifting social or environmental problems elsewhere.

Adoption of local Agenda 21 programs in the USA

Subsequent to UNCED’s promulgation of Agenda 21, the International
Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI), a non-profit organization
with headquarters in Toronto, Canada, has adopted the role of co-ordinating
and reporting on implementation of Local Agenda 21 programs around the
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world. ICLEI, which bills itself as ‘the international environmental agency for
local governments’ (http://www.iclei.org), has produced a Local Agenda 21
Planning Guide (ICLEI, 1996) to aid local government authorities in prepar-
ing and implementing programs, and the organization serves an important
clearing-house function disseminating information world-wide.

An ICLEI report released in August 1997 (ICLEI, 1997) evaluates the
progress of Local Agenda 21 in the United States. The report identifies
twenty-two local governments in the United States that, in ICLED’s view,
‘have embarked on a comprehensive, local government-led, long-term effort
to attain sustainability, which integrates planning and action in environmental,
economic, and community spheres’ (ICLEI, 1997: 1). Seventeen of the
programs identified by ICLEI explicitly use the term ‘sustainability’ in their
title and were expressly created to encompass Agenda 21’s objectives, although
few of these programs refer to Agenda 21 by name (Table 4.1). The five
remaining cases are characterized by ICLEI as local government programs
that have evolved over time to become substantially equivalent to explicitly
created sustainability programs even though that term does not appear in
their title. An assessment of these twenty-two programs provides a means for
evaluating the implementation of Local Agenda 21 in the United States and
is the focus of discussion in this chapter.?

The spatial distribution of Local Agenda 21 programs in the United States
reveals several important characteristics (Figure 4.1). The map, of course, is
most notably characterized by its sparseness. The twenty-two local jurisdictions

Table 4.1 Local Agenda 21 programs in the United States

Explicitly cveated local sustainability Substantially equivalent local
programs programs

Albuquerque, New Mexico Berkeley, California

Austin, Texas Burlington, Vermont
Boston, Massachusetts Olympia, Washington
Boulder, Colorado Portland, Oregon
Chattanooga, Tennessee Seattle, Washington

Grantsville, Utah

Metropolitan Dade County, Florida

Mount Washington Valley, New Hampshire

Pattonsburg, Missouri

San Francisco, California

San Jose, California

Santa Cruz, California

Santa Monica, California

Sherwood, Oregon

Thomas Jefferson Regional Planning
District, Virginia

Tucson, Arizona

Wayne County, New York

Source: ICLEI (1997).
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include only 2.3 percent of the total U.S. population in 1990 (US Bureau
of the Census, 1990). As will be documented in further detail below, this
woefully insignificant figure results both from the very small number of local
authorities that have adopted Local Agenda 21 programs and from the circum-
stance that adopting communities are themselves relatively small in size.

The regional clustering of Local Agenda 21 programs is closely correlated
with recent dynamics of economic growth and decline in the United States.
As indicated in Figure 4.1, four of the twenty-two programs are located in
the nation’s north-east, four are in the south, only one is in the mid-west,
and thirteen are in the west. The single mid-western case, Pattonsburg,
Missouri, is itself an anomaly: a small town of 414 people that opted to
relocate to a new site after experiencing two 500-year floods in a single year,
1993, and decided to rebuild in a ‘sustainable’ manner at its new location.

That not a single Local Agenda 21 program, aside from the anomaly of
Pattonsburg, is located in the industrial mid-west of the nation strongly
suggests that the population loss and economic decline characterizing this
region are not conducive to discussions of sustainability. A vista of shuttered
factories, deserted shopping malls, deteriorating infrastructure, depopulated
cities, and abandoned toxic waste sites does not describe a landscape to be
sustained. Four decades of post-war population and job loss at a massive
scale have constructed a regional culture that does not welcome discussion
of limits, carrying capacity, ecological footprints, or environmental constraints.
The discourse of sustainability is politically untenable in this regional context,
as indicated by the blank spaces on the U.S. map.

By contrast, thirteen of the twenty-two Local Agenda 21 programs are
located in the rapidly growing western region of the country (Figure 4.1).
The rhetoric of sustainability provides an acceptable language to legitimate
local municipal controls on growth in a region where economic and popu-
lation growth are imposing a severe strain on environmental resources
and valuable scenic amenities. Landscapes in which great scenic beauty,
still-abundant open space, and environmental amenities guarantee both
environmental quality and economic value — but where these very qualities
are susceptible to the onslaught of growth — lend themselves easily to discus-
sions of local sustainability and the adoption of Local Agenda 21 programs
as a means to achieve it.

Finally, an important characteristic of these places that is not apparent from
the map (Figure 4.1) is that at least twelve of the twenty-two localities contain
major universities that tend to have a strong influence on local affairs.* It is
reasonable to expect that the presence of a large university in a relatively
small community has the effect of raising median education levels within the
general population, as well as increasing the likelihood of awareness of global
sustainability issues in general and of the Rio Earth Summit and Agenda 21
in particular. It is also possible that individuals associated with these univer-
sities personally participated in the extensive governmental and non-
governmental organizational activities at the Rio Summit and brought their
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personal knowledge back to their home communities where they were able
to influence adoption of Local Agenda 21 programs.

Further information on the characteristics of localities with Local Agenda
21 programs is derived from considering their position within the national
(and international) urban system. The potential for widespread diffusion of
such programs may vary considerably depending on whether initial adopters
are major urban centers or relatively isolated peripheral locations not closely
integrated into the urban system.

An assessment of the ‘connectivity’ of municipalities with Local Agenda
21 programs is obtained by overlaying their location on a map of the primary
urban system in the United States (Figure 4.2). This urban system map,
depicting transport and communication connections among the 270 largest
metropolitan areas, identifies the primary urban nodes of New York, Atlanta,
Chicago, Dallas, Los Angeles, and San Francisco and the secondary metro-
politan areas most closely connected to these nodes (Abler and Adams, 1976).
Mapping the twenty-two Local Agenda 21 programs on this urban system
base map reveals that none is located in a primary urban center. Half of the
programs, eleven of the twenty-two, are located in secondary metropolitan
centers linked to one of the primary nodes, while the other half are only
indirectly connected to the nation’s urban system: six are suburbs of secondary
urban centers and five are located in peripheral rural areas.

As would be expected, the socio-demographic characteristics of Local
Agenda 21 municipalities are correlated with their position within the urban
system hierarchy (Table 4.2). The eleven urban centers with Local Agenda
21 programs are on average in the half-million population range, placing
them in the third or fourth tier of U.S. metropolitan areas, well below the
million-plus centers at the top of the national urban hierarchy. Only one,
Metropolitan Dade County, Florida, a consolidated area including the city
of Miami and its surrounding densely populated county, exceeds a million
in population. The smallest center in this category, Olympia, the capital of
Washington State, had a 1990 total population of only 33,840. The six
suburban jurisdictions have an average total population of less than 75,000
and two of these, Grantsville, Utah and Sherwood, Oregon, have popula-
tions of less than 5,000. The five unattached rural places are below 50,000
in population on average. These data support the observation made above
that the minuscule proportion of the U.S. population residing in localities
with Local Agenda 21 programs is attributable to both the small number as
well as the small population size of such places.

Data on racial and ethnic characteristics reveal that most of the twenty-
two Local Agenda 21 places are relatively homogeneous in population
compared to the nation as a whole (Table 4.2). The eleven urban centers
have the highest average proportion of ethnic and racial minority popula-
tion, as expected.’ This figure ranges from a high of 46.4 percent in San
Francisco to a low of 15.3 percent in Portland, Oregon, and 7.9 percent in
Olympia, Washington. The six suburban jurisdictions contain average minority
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population concentrations below the national average. This rate, however, is
pushed upward by Berkeley, California, which contains nearly 40 percent
minority population. The remaining five suburban areas excluding Berkeley
have minority populations of only 9.9 percent, about half of the national
average. The five unattached places contain populations that are only 5.7
percent minority on average, confirming the relatively homogeneous popu-
lation composition of municipalities with Local Agenda 21 programs.

Municipalities with Local Agenda 21 programs are not only homogeneous
in ethnic and racial composition but also economically middle-class. Median
household income in most of the twenty-two municipalities is close to the
1990 national average of just over $30,000 (Table 4.2). Among the eleven
urban centers, median household income reported in 1990 ranges from a
low of $21,748 in Tucson, Arizona to a high of $46,206 in San Jose, located
in California’s high-tech Silicon Valley. Median household income is close
to the national figure in the six suburban jurisdictions and slightly lower in
the unattached rural places (the latter pulled downward primarily by the very
low figure of $15,500 in tiny Pattonsburg, Missouri). The income data, in
short, suggest that places with Local Agenda 21 programs include neither
the wealthiest nor the poorest municipalities but are relatively middle-income
communities seeking to maintain their way of life.

Perhaps the most anomalous characteristic of these twenty-two communi-
ties is their unusually high level of educational attainment (Table 4.2). This
finding is in line with the observation made above concerning the high
proportion of university communities among this self-selected set of places.
The proportion of the population in these communities with a college degree
or higher is half again above the national average. The proportion nears 60
percent in university communities such as Berkeley (University of California)
and Boulder (University of Colorado) and even exceeds the national average
in the five unattached rural municipalities.

In summary, data on geographic location, socio-economic characteristics,
and urban system dynamics provide a consistent profile of the twenty-two

Table 4.2 Socio-demographic characteristics of Local Agenda 21 places, by urban
system category

Total Ethnic/racial  Median household  College degree
population minority (%)  income (§) or bigher (%)
City in the urban 583,201 27.9 28,668 33.7
system (N =11)
Suburb in the urban 74,259 14.5 30,429 34.5
system (N = 6)
Unattached place 44426 5.7 26,337 23.8
(N =5)
US total 248,709,873 19.7 30,056 20.3

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990).
Notes: All data are for 1990. Figures in table are unweighted means for each group.
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sub-national jurisdictions with Local Agenda 21 programs in the United
States. These programs are not found in the nation’s first-tier urban centers
nor, indeed, anywhere in the declining industrial mid-western section of the
country. Only half of the twenty-two places are metropolitan areas closely
linked to the national urban system. The remaining eleven municipalities are
suburban communities or small rural places relatively unattached to the system
of cities. All are relatively small, middle-income communities with relatively
homogeneous populations and high levels of educational attainment. These
characteristics strongly influence the motivations for adopting Local Agenda
21 programs and the approaches to sustainability evidenced in those programs,
as we discuss in the following section.

Motivations for initiating Local Agenda 21 programs

The definition of sustainability emanating from the Brundtland Report (United
Nations, 1987) emphasizes the rights (or needs) of future generations. This
definition promotes taking actions today (e.g., resource conservation, promo-
tion of clean industry, etc.) that safeguard future generations or, alternatively,
avoiding actions today (e.g., excessive resource extraction, contamination of
air, soil or water) that would compromise the ability of future generations to
meet their needs.

Such forward-looking definitions of sustainability pervade the planning doc-
uments produced by the twenty-two sub-national governments in the U.S.
with Local Agenda 21 programs. Borrowing from the Brundtland Report,
Pattonsburg, Portland, San Francisco, and Santa Monica, among others, define
sustainability as ‘the ability to meet current needs without compromising (or
sacrificing) the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Several
municipal documents express an even more explicit future orientation.
Burlington, Vermont’s Municipal Development Plan asserts that, ‘Sustainable
development is nothing more than “future-oriented” common sense.
Decisions and choices made today should not limit the choices and opportu-
nities of future generations’ (City of Burlington, Vermont, 1996: 4). The
Thomas Jefferson Sustainability Council (Virginia) refers to ‘our responsibil-
ity to proceed in a way that ... will allow our children, grandchildren, and
great-grandchildren to live comfortably in a friendly, clean, and healthy world’
(Thomas Jefferson Sustainability Council, 1996: 2). The General Plan for a
Sustainable Community prepared for the city of Grantsville, Utah, asserts
a responsibility to protect future generations: ‘If we fail to convert our self-
destructive economy into one that is environmentally sustainable, future
generations will be overwhelmed by environmental degradation and social dis-
integration. Simply stated, if our generation does not turn things around, our
children may not have the option of doing so’ (Staze of the World Report 1993,
quoted in University of Utah, 1994: I-1). The rhetoric of concern for future
generations legitimates local government’s regulatory foray into economic and
environmental arenas through the mechanism of Local Agenda 21.
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However, this forward-looking rhetoric notwithstanding, adoption of Local
Agenda 21 programs in the United States is predominantly a response to a
perceived threat to the quality of life of existing, rather than future, residents.
The origin and the character of these perceived threats, furthermore, differ
according to the specificities of the social, political, and economic contexts
within which the adopting municipalities are embedded (Table 4.3).

The perception of negative consequences of impending or actual regional
economic growth is the most pervasive motivation for adopting Local Agenda
21 programs in the United States. This concern, voiced by twelve of the
twenty-two programs considered here, reflects the regional distribution of
Local Agenda 21 programs as mapped in Figure 4.1 above. With only one
exception (Wayne County, New York), the municipalities citing impending
growth pressures as their motivation for adopting Local Agenda 21 programs
are all located in the rapidly growing southern and western rim of the nation.

Table 4.3 Motivations for adoption of Local Agenda 21 programs in the United
States

Impending growth pressure (N = 12)
Albuquerque, New Mexico

Austin, Texas

Grantsville, Utah

Metropolitan Dade County, Florida
Olympia, Washington

Portland, Oregon

San Jose, California

Seattle, Washington

Sherwood, Oregon

Thomas Jefferson Regional Planning District, Virginia
Tucson, Arizona

Wayne County, New York

Environmental concern (N = 5)
Berkeley, California

Boulder, Colorado

San Francisco, California

Santa Cruz, California

Santa Monica, California

Lagging economic growth (N = 3)

Boston, Massachusetts

Chattanooga, Tennessee

Mount Washington Valley, New Hampshire

Natural disaster (N = 1)
Pattonsburg, Missouri

Commitment to multifaceted sustainability (N = 1)
Burlington, Vermont

Source: Compiled by author.
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References to the negative effects of impending growth are prevalent in
the planning documents describing Local Agenda 21 programs. The
‘Sustainable City Initiative’ of Olympia, Washington, observes: ‘Like many
rapidly urbanizing cities across the country, Olympia . .. must contend with
increased suburban sprawl, pollution, and traffic jams’ (University of
Washington, 1995: 1). Olympia’s ‘Sustainable City Initiative’ constitutes that
city’s attempt to contend with those problems of economic and population
growth affecting the region. A similar observation prompted neighboring
Seattle’s Local Agenda 21 program:

The [Washington] state legislature in 1990 passed a Growth Management
Act ... out of a widespread perception in the state that growth ... had
been sprawling out of control for a decade or so, wreaking [sic] havoc on
environmental quality, housing affordability, and other facets of society.
(Lawrence, 1997: 5)

Across the country, identical concerns motivate sustainability planning in
the Thomas Jefferson Planning District of Virginia:

In the Thomas Jefferson Planning District, growth pressure from
Washington, D.C., Richmond, and Northern Virginia has started to influ-
ence population growth [equal] to a doubling of the population every
twenty years ... These growth extremes with the commensurate envi-
ronmental and economic problems they bring are set in a backdrop of
pastoral piedmont countryside and pristine Appalachian mountains.
(Thomas Jefferson Planning District Commission, 1994: 10)

The use of Local Agenda 21 as a means to rationalize growth and modu-
late its effects is explicitly stated in ‘A Pathway to Sustainability’ prepared
for the city of Sherwood, Oregon:

The city [of Sherwood] was growing rapidly, doubling its population
within a span of a few years, and elected officials, city staff, and resi-
dents were concerned about the future. Would Sherwood continue to
be the kind of community that its citizens desired or would it become
a place that no one would recognize? ... Faced with unprecedented
growth, this community ... set out to develop a strategy that would
maintain and enhance the livability or sustainability of their community.

(Institute of Portland Metropolitan Studies, 1995: iii)

The concern for future generations expressed in the generic definition of
sustainability is often lost in the rhetoric of sustainability as an antidote to
growth. The immediate concern expressed by the authors of Sherwood’s
sustainability plan is whether current residents will continue to recognize the
city’s charm in the face of rapid growth.
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Concern over deteriorating environmental quality provided a motivation
for adoption of Local Agenda 21 programs in five of the twenty-two munic-
ipalities, a distant second behind fears of growth (Table 4.3). Four of these
communities — Berkeley, San Francisco, Santa Cruz, and Santa Monica — are
in California and, together with Boulder, Colorado, share a long-standing
history of environmental activism.

The Berkeley, California General Plan explicitly identifies concern over
environmental quality as a motivation for sustainability planning:

Environmental quality is fundamental to a community’s livability ...
Environmental quality is continuing to deteriorate, both globally and
locally ... The City [of Berkeley] intends to take a leadership role in
the use and conservation of resources by integrating basic environmental
principles into public and private decision-making processes to promote
pollution prevention and reduce environmental hazards.

(City of Berkeley, California, 1997: 1)

The document ‘Sustainable San Francisco’ sounds a similar warning: ‘The
environmental practices of people in the City of San Francisco are currently
such that the quality of human life and the ecological health and biodiver-
sity of the region cannot be sustained for future generations’ (Sustainable
San Francisco, 1996). Santa Monica’s ‘Sustainable City Program’ asserts that
‘Santa Monica is committed to protecting, preserving, and restoring the
natural environment’ (Santa Monica City Council, 1994: 1).

The motivation for adopting Local Agenda 21 programs in three addi-
tional communities reflects a quite different economic setting. In Boston,
Massachusetts, Chattanooga, Tennessee, and Mount Washington Valley, New
Hampshire, the motivation for adoption was a desire to stimulate lagging
economic growth and (in Boston and Chattanooga) to support urban
redevelopment. Both Boston and Chattanooga experienced substantial dein-
dustrialization, job loss, and economic decline in the post-war era. In both
places, sustainability is defined in terms of a reinvention of economic functions,
and Local Agenda 21 is a program for municipal government intervention
in support of renewed economic growth. In Mount Washington Valley, New
Hampshire, a tourist and agricultural region, residents and local officials
sought a means to cushion the local economy from seasonal fluctuations of
tourism and to promote economic diversity. In Pattonsburg, Missouri, as
noted above, Local Agenda 21 provided a template for design of an entirely
new community at a new location after the town’s original location on a
tributary of the Missouri River was inundated by two unprecedented floods
in a single year. Adoption of Local Agenda 21 in only one community,
Burlington, Vermont, approaches the kind of integrated, comprehensive, and
multifaceted program envisioned in Agenda 21 and the Rio Declaration.
Because Burlington’s program is virtually unique in this respect, it will be
described in further detail below.
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Local Agenda 21 program characteristics

According to ICLEI’s survey of Local Agenda 21 programs in the US, to
be included in ICLEI’s report, a municipal program had to be ‘compre-
hensive, encompassing environmental, economic and social issues’ (ICLEI,
1997: 4). This criterion notwithstanding, most of the programs reviewed
here and by ICLEI are extremely limited in both scope and ambition. While
several programs are in early stages of development and may become more
comprehensive over time, most are characterized by a narrow rather than
a comprehensive focus, emphasize rhetoric and public relations rather than
meaningful action, and reflect the limited authority and jurisdiction available
to municipal governments in the United States.

The most frequent and predominant emphasis among these programs is a
narrow focus on issues of environmental quality (Table 4.4). For example,
the Sustainability Plan for the City of San Francisco, adopted by the city’s
Board of Supervisors in 1997, unabashedly asserts: “The primary focus of this
version of San Francisco’s sustainability plan is the environmental component
... This plan addresses primarily the physical systems of the planet that often
get short shrift from planners, and the social systems that have a direct impact
on them’ (City and County of San Francisco, 1997: vi).

The resulting plan addresses a panoply of environmental matters including
air quality, biodiversity, energy, climate change, ozone depletion, hazardous
materials, parks and open space, solid waste, water and wastewater, and more.
While the authors of the San Francisco plan indicate that they expect to turn
to the ‘economic and community aspects of the plan’ in the future, the
present single-minded emphasis on repairing environmental damage and
improving environmental quality is symptomatic.

This program emphasis in part is consistent with the importance of envi-
ronmental concerns as the announced motivation for developing Local Agenda
21 programs in the first place. It also reflects a tendency in practice to reduce
the multifaceted concept of sustainability to a program of environmental
remediation and the correction or elimination of the negative environmental
consequences of private consumption and production. The ‘Sustainable
City Program’ adopted by the Santa Monica City Council makes this claim
explicitly:

The City of Santa Monica recognizes that we live in a period of great
environmental crisis. As a community, we need to create the basis for a
more sustainable way of life both locally and globally through the safe-
guarding and enhancing of our resources and by preventing harm to the
natural environment and human health. We are resolved that our impact
on the natural environment must not jeopardize the prospects of future
generations.

(Santa Monica City Council, 1994)
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Environmental quality (N = 14)
Albuquerque, New Mexico
Berkeley, California

Boulder, Colorado

Boston, Massachusetts
Chattanooga, Tennessee
Metropolitan Dade County, Florida
Pattonsburg, Missouri

Portland, Oregon

San Francisco, California

San Jose, California

Santa Cruz, California

Santa Monica, California
Seattle, Washington

Wayne County, New York

Ounality-of-life/livability (N = 7)

Grantsville, Utah

Mt. Washington Valley, New Hampshire
Pattonsburg, Missouri

Sherwood, Oregon

Thomas Jefferson Regional Planning District, Virginia
Tucson, Arizona

Wayne County, New York

City government operations (N = 6)
Austin, Texas

Berkeley, California

Boulder, Colorado

Chattanooga, Tennessee

Olympia, Washington

Tucson, Arizona

Indicators projects (N = 7)

Albuquerque, New Mexico

Austin, Texas

Boulder, Colorado

Boston, Massachusetts

Olympia, Washington

Seattle, Washington

Thomas Jefferson Regional Planning District, Virginia

Multifaceted sustainability (N = 1)
Burlington, Vermont

Source: Compiled by author.
Note: Several programs appear under multiple categories.
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Based on this principle, three of the four major policy areas in Santa Monica’s
Sustainable City Program address environmental quality issues: resource con-
servation, transportation, pollution prevention and public health protection.

Within the focus on environmental quality, specific local programs reflect
particularities of site and situation. In Albuquerque, New Mexico, regional
population growth in a desert ecology is causing severe depletion of water
supplies. In response, a Water Resources Management Strategy encouraging
water conservation is the centerpiece of the city’s sustainability program (City
of Albuquerque, 1997). Sustainability planning in Metropolitan Dade County,
Florida is driven by the necessity to direct population and economic growth
away from the ecologically sensitive Everglades National Park (Governor’s
Commission for a Sustainable South Florida, 1995). The Local Agenda 21
programs in Berkeley, Boulder, Boston, Portland, San Jose, and Santa Cruz
similarly address particular local matters, including brownfields clean-up,
waterfront reclamation, watershed management, energy conservation, recy-
cling and waste management, and the like. Sustainability in all of these
programs has been reduced to the task of cleaning up past environmental
problems and, to a lesser extent, preventing new ones, while maintaining the
integrity of market-based production and consumption.

A secondary focus of Local Agenda 21 programs in the United States
emphasizes issues of quality-of-life, livability, and community identity (Table
4.4). This program emphasis is most apparent in the smaller and more rural
communities where sustainability is equated with preservation and repro-
duction of an idealized small-town character.

The General Plan for a Sustainable Community prepared for Grantsville,
Utah by a Community Planning Workshop at the University of Utah exem-
plifies this approach: “The essence of this plan is to help create an enjoyable
community with a sense of place’ (University of Utah, 1994: I-2). Towards
this end, the plan proposes a series of design solutions to improve the town’s
physical appearance, mark its boundaries, and contribute to historic preser-
vation. ‘The goals of urban design should include maintaining a small town
environment and rural lifestyle’ (University of Utah, 1994, 111-43). Proposed
design solutions include construction of a median island for the town’s Main
Street and signs identifying the town limits: “The sign should be repainted
on a regular basis ... Flowers should be planted in the spring’ (University
of Utah, 1994: I1I-27).

The segue from sustainability to livability has been made explicitly in
Tucson, Arizona. According to the ICLEI report, ‘Tucson [is] preparing to
modify its terminology, replacing sustainability with livable community
because of a perception that the meaning of sustainability is unclear to
practitioners and the community (ICLEIL, 1997: 17: emphasis in original).
Sustainability planning in Sherwood, Oregon and the Thomas Jefferson
Regional Planning District, Virginia seeks to safeguard amenities and main-
tain livability by keeping impending growth at bay. Planners in Mt.
Washington Valley, New Hampshire hope to encourage economic diversity
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as a means to maintain community character by preventing decline. Sustain-
ability in Wayne County, New York is essentially synonymous with a program
of farmland preservation.

Sustainability planning in at least six of the twenty-two communities
surveyed focuses primarily on making internal city government operations
more environmentally friendly (Table 4.4). In Boulder, Colorado, for example,
“The Sustainability 2000 Project is designed to reduce the environmental
impacts of the City government’s operations . .. By “getting its own house
in order,” the City hopes to create a model for other organizations’ (City
of Boulder, Colorado, 1997: 1). Berkeley, California has adopted the Sierra
Club’s ‘Valdez Principles’ to guide city government operations. These include
the use of recycled materials and water saving devices, retrofitting city build-
ings for energy conservation, the purchase of smaller vehicles for the
city-owned fleet and the conversion of some vehicles to alternative fuels, and
reduction in the use of toxic products and pesticides (City of Berkeley,
California, 1997). Austin, Texas has adopted ‘sustainable purchasing guide-
lines’ for city offices. Chattanooga’s electric bus fleet is now one of the largest
in the nation.

While such improvements in city government operations contribute
important environmental benefits, they are a far reach from a comprehensive
approach to sustainability that integrates environmental, economic, and polit-
ical components. Instead, such programs are an indication of the extremely
limited reach and authority of municipal administrations that address internal
operations because they are unable to initiate meaningful change within the
sphere of the private market.

A further indication of the relative impotence of municipal authorities to
achieve sustainability is the number of Local Agenda 21 programs that are
limited to development and reporting of sustainability indicators (Table 4.4).
The rationale supporting indicators projects is that the public sector can
marshal data and monitor trends towards or away from sustainability and
that the evidence so produced will motivate others to action. Bracketing, for
the moment, the methodological problems inherent in the choice of indica-
tors and the availability of data, limiting the public role to such data gathering
is a tacit admission of the inability of local government directly to effect
fundamental change.

Across the set of twenty-two Local Agenda 21 programs, only Burlington,
Vermont can be said to approach both the spirit and the reality of a compre-
hensive approach linking economic, political, and environmental change
implied in the concept of sustainability. Burlington is a small city of 40,000
people in north-western Vermont, the home of the University of Vermont
and one of the ‘progressive cities’ analyzed by Pierre Clavel (1986) more
than ten years ago.

Burlington’s innovative program is based on six ‘principles of sustainable
development’ that together seek change in economic, environmental, social,
and political spheres (City of Burlington, 1997: 4-6):
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1 Encouraging economic self-sufficiency through local ownership and
maximum use of local resources.

Equalizing the benefits and burdens of growth.

Leveraging and recycling scarce public funds.

Protecting and preserving fragile environmental resources.

Ensuring full participation by populations normally excluded from the
political and economic mainstream.

Nurturing a robust ‘third sector’ of private, non-profit organizations
capable of working in concert with government to deliver essential goods
and services.

gLk W N

@)}

What is notable about Burlington’s approach to sustainability is that it
implicates the municipal government in secking change in fundamental
economic and political institutions. Within the economic sphere, the municipal
government has developed an eco-industrial park and funds a microenter-
prise loan program and a small business incubator to stimulate development
of local small business. The commitment to ‘equalizing the benefits and
burdens of growth’ engages the city in a redistributive role that it has pursued
through inclusionary zoning regulations that require construction of afford-
able housing units within market-rate developments. The city commits its
own resources through the small business revolving loan fund and the use
of city revenues to leverage additional sources of public and private capital.
Environmental improvement projects are nestled within the context of these
economic and social programs. Burlington contributes to the goal of full
participation through a program of employment training for women in non-
traditional occupations. Perhaps most importantly, Burlington’s sustainability
program includes an attempt to restructure processes of political decision-
making through development of ‘neighborhood planning assemblies’ that
meet monthly in each of the city’s six wards, providing a means for direct
and widespread public participation in the design and implementation of the
city’s programs.

Discussion

This review suggests that Local Agenda 21 programs in the United States
encompass at least three different approaches to the idea of sustainability.
One approach, exemplified by the plans developed for Grantsville, Utah and
Sherwood, Oregon, defines sustainability as livability. These plans rely on
architectural, landscape, and design solutions to augment the supply of phys-
ical and environmental amenities and maintain or improve the ‘quality of
life’ for community residents. In most if not all cases where this strategy is
employed, community residents and officials perceive themselves at risk of
the negative effects of surrounding regional growth in the form of increasing
population density, traffic congestion, and declining environmental quality.
Here sustainability is synonymous with stasis, the prevention of change, and
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the maintenance and replication of a desired landscape achieved through the
exclusion of undesirable effects.

A different approach among these twenty-two municipal programs defines
the public role in sustainability in terms of facilitating private development
and/or cushioning its negative effects. This definition in large measure under-
lies programs that emphasize environmental improvements such as the
clean-up of abandoned toxic waste sites, waterfront reclamation, and air, soil,
and water purification, as well as programs aimed at reducing negative envi-
ronmental effects of internal city operations. In the former case, environmental
clean-up programs serve to offset the negative externalities of private produc-
tion and consumption. In the latter case, improvements in internal municipal
operations, however admirable they may be, allow the negative externalities
of market processes to proceed unabated.

A third approach to sustainability challenges local government to instigate
fundamental change in socio-economic institutions and political decision-
making processes. Such change is necessary to move beyond cushioning the
negative externalities of market processes or simply shifting them to other
locations and, instead, developing new systems of production and consump-
tion that reduce negative externalities in absolute terms. This in turn requires
changes in the production of negative externalities and not simply their
redistribution. As we have seen, there is little evidence that this approach
to sustainability is represented among Local Agenda 21 programs in the
United States.

The central position of environmental initiatives in local sustainability
programs raises some difficult and contentious questions. The emphasis on
environmental quality improvements in Local Agenda 21 programs in
Berkeley, Boulder, San Francisco, Santa Cruz, Santa Monica, and elsewhere
continues a long record of environmental activism in these localities and may,
indeed, produce substantial quantifiable improvements in air and water quality
and similar environmental indicators. Such programs may suggest a coming-
of-age of environmentalism indexed by the integration of environmental
action into local government practices on a day-to-day basis.

An alternative and more worrisome interpretation may also be plausible,
however, especially in the absence of evidence of fundamental transforma-
tion in private market production and consumption relations. Where market
relations remain unchanged but local government absorbs the associated nega-
tive environmental externalities, the growing acceptance of environmentalism
by municipal governments may best be described as the greening of capi-
talism (Faber, 1998). In this interpretation, the adoption of environmentalism
by municipal governments may herald not the coming-of-age of ecological
consciousness but rather its continuing co-optation and the end of environ-
mentalism as a movement capable of bringing about fundamental change in
economic and political relations.

The role of environmental actions in Local Agenda 21 programs prob-
lematizes the traditional relationship between economic growth and
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environmental protection. Under the cloak of sustainability, a few municipal
governments have adopted programs that simultaneously improve local envi-
ronmental quality, support economic development through the attraction of
clean jobs and industry, and export environmental disamenities beyond their
borders. For these communities, the high level of environmental amenity that
contributes to economic viability does not depend on changes in the produc-
tion of environmental problems but rather on their spatial redistribution.

The search for sustainability through the spatial exclusion of environmental
problems raises a reversal of the traditional charge of environmental justice
advocates. The conventional indictment on the part of environmental
justice concerns the disproportionate concentration of environmental risks
in low-income communities. The evidence reviewed here may document the
concentration of environmental benefits in middle-class communities. An
equity issue arises if the improvement in local environmental quality is condi-
tioned not on a reduction in the production of environmental risk but simply
its exclusion from the locality to distant sites.

Conclusion

Reasoned assessment suggests that ICLEI’s (1997) characterization of the
sustainability plans of these twenty-two municipalities as Local Agenda 21
programs may have been either unwarranted or premature. Negating the
expectation that Local Agenda 21 programs should entail a comprehensive
integration of economic, environmental, and social spheres, the programs
reviewed here are decidedly limited in objective, scope, and effectiveness.

But reasoned assessment also suggests that it is both unfair and unreal-
istic to expect that government at the local scale can accomplish more than
is encompassed in these programs. Local government in the United States
lacks the authority, the resources, and, most importantly, the power to initiate
and accomplish the fundamental transformations in systems of production
and consumption that are required to, indeed, ‘move the world toward
the goal of truly sustainable development’ (Australia Department of the
Environment, 1996: 1). While U.S. municipal government may well fit
the characterization, in Chapter 28 of Agenda 21, as the level of govern-
ment closest to the people, it also is the institution that is least able to effect
fundamental change in the private market relations that stand in the path of
truly sustainable development.

Notes

1 DPreparation of this chapter would not have been possible without the research
assistance provided by Anne Leavitt-Gruberger and Liesje DiDonato. Helpful
comments on earlier versions were provided by participants at the International
Conference on Environmental Justice: Global Ethics for the 21st Century, held
at the University of Melbourne, the Urban Affairs Colloquium at the University
of Delaware, and the CUPR faculty seminar at Rutgers University.
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2 While it may seem unfair to judge local municipal programs on their ability to
alleviate problems ‘world-wide’, it is also the case that local decisions may have
profound effects at distant locations.

3 The twenty-two local government programs identified in the ICLEI report (ICLEI,
1997) comprise the focus of this chapter. The many sub-national program initia-
tives (perhaps numbering in the hundreds) secking some form of sustainability
through nongovernmental organization (NGO) sponsorship are beyond the
purview of this discussion. In line with the directive in Agenda 21°s Chapter 28
regarding local government authorities, this chapter focuses only on Local Agenda
21 programs or their equivalents that have been adopted through official statu-
tory authority of a sub-national unit of government at either a municipal, county,
or regional level.

4 Communities with major universities include: Austin (University of Texas);
Berkeley (University of California); Boston (Boston University); Boulder
(University of Colorado); Burlington (University of Vermont); Thomas Jefferson
Regional Planning District, centered on Charlottesville (University of Virginia);
Portland (Portland State University); San Francisco (San Francisco State
University); San Jose (San Jose State University); Santa Cruz (University of
California); Seattle (University of Washington); Tucson (University of Arizona).

5 Ethnic and racial minority includes population identified in the Census as African
American, Native American, Pacific Islander, or ‘Other Race.’
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5 Britain: unsustainable cities

Andrew Blowers and Stephen Young

Britain in international context

Britain was the first country to undergo the process of urbanisation based
on the industrialisation of the modern age. This process was completed in
the early part of the twentieth century with about four-fifths of the popula-
tion living in cities and towns. At the end of the twentieth century this
proportion was similar, with urban uses occupying about 11 per cent of the
land surface (of England and Wales). However, the economic and social
context of urbanisation has vastly changed during this period.

The nineteenth-century capitalist economy, with its accent on the private
sector, individualism and the concept of the enabling state, has certain echoes
today. But late twentieth-century Britain is a post-colonial country, some-
what reluctantly enmeshed in the European Union and inextricably linked
into the processes of global capitalism. Britain has proceeded further than
most western states in the direction of deregulation but has been constrained
by wider processes. These include the growth of service industries and the
informal economy together with the huge expansion of technological inno-
vation, especially information technology. In ecological terms, British cities,
like their counterparts elsewhere in the west, leave a footprint that is felt far
afield, throughout the non-urban parts of the country and throughout the
world. In their consumption of resources and production of pollution British
cities are, literally, environmentally unsustainable.

All this has added its imprint to urban development in the late twentieth
century. There has been a vast expansion of office development both in the
heart of the big cities and in suburban locations. London has accumulated
a concentration of corporate headquarters, financial institutions and infor-
mation control centres. Castells (1990) speaks of the rise of the ‘information
city’ with both concentration and decentralisation. He considers that the
new relations between capital and labour that have emerged amount to a
change in class formation, with a dominant and expanding elite engaged
in the control of information flows and a subordinate class engaged in
routine decentralised processing operations, or working in the informal
economy. This has created a ‘dual city’, with the information city being
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grafted on to, rather than superseding, the urban forms and class structure
of the preceding age.

Three underlying themes are explored in this chapter. First, the theme of
sustainability is concerned with the impact of British cities on the environ-
ment. Secondly, cities are not simply physical forms, they reflect the social
processes of development. Spatial social segregation and fragmentation is a
structuring characteristic of the city. Together the physical and social aspects
of the city constitute a third theme, that of ecologically sustainable develop-
ment. This brings into focus the problems of the management and governance
of cities and particularly the role of planning as a means of promoting sustain-
ability. The chapter will first explore the evolution of British cities since the
Second World War to establish the physical and social context of the contem-
porary problem. It will go on to examine the role of town planning in
conditions of the liberal market economy. This will lead to an evaluation of
the constraints and opportunities presented by the Rio process for achieving
ecologically sustainable cities in Britain. Finally, the concluding section will
examine the prospects for change.

Urbanisation and the construction of social inequality

The post-Second World War period in Britain saw the apotheosis of state
intervention in the creation of the welfare state inaugurated by the 1945
Labour government. The political change ushered in during the war marked
a major transformation. The sense of common cause, even of ‘community’,
forged in the compulsory collectivism of the war was translated into a generous
social reform and reconstruction programme in health, housing and welfare
focusing on the needs of the whole population (Hennessy, 1992). However,
the post-war programme created a low density, contained but open land-
scape of urbanisation which extended the social segregation process that had
become firmly established between the wars.

By the 1960s, as attention turned to the redevelopment of the cities them-
selves, a combination of central government policy, local authority implemen-
tation and the growing influence of private sector construction companies had
wrought a transformation that had both physical and social consequences. Over
the period 1955-70 half a million high rise flats (the tallest reaching 33 storeys)
were built, housing a million people. The builders and their architects exerted
influence over receptive council officials and, through the nexus of power
which developed, promoted what Dunleavy (1981: 124) has called a ‘techno-
logical short-cut to social change’. For a time, this revolution in urban devel-
opment went largely unchallenged (though see Young and Willmott, 1962)
despite the high costs: 37 per cent more conventional housing units could have
been built at higher standards, the destruction of physically sound houses to
make way for vast construction sites, and the absorption of resources into main-
tenance. Socially, the high rise housing boom represented ‘the reproduction
of a sanitised status quo’ (Dunleavy, 1981: 72) replicating spatial inequalities
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by confining the working class to deteriorating, soulless blocks, lacking in
facilities and accessible open space.

Although this phase has left its imprint on contemporary British cities, it
was an aberration. By the mid-1970s the post-war consensus was drawing
to a close. Economic growth was checked, especially by the oil price rise of
1974, and the combination of labour costs and welfare expenditure created
budget deficits and a resulting “fiscal crisis’ (O’Connor, 1973). Soon enough,
public expenditure cuts indicated that ‘the party was over’. By the 1980s,
the ideological transformation was completed as the Thatcher governments,
first elected in 1979, espousing the doctrines of the New Right set about
an accelerating programme of deregulation, privatisation and retrenchment
in the public sector. The power and influence of business grew while trade
union power diminished. Enterprise zones, urban development corporations
and simplified planning zones were introduced as deregulated areas to
encourage investment. They represented a ‘shift away from local democratic
processes, away from public involvement and an increase in decision-making
by central government accompanied by more freedom of action for developers’
(Thornley, 1986: 7).

By the early 1990s, the rampant capitalism and its attendant ideology of
the New Right of the 1980s had become less strident. The notion of ‘part-
nership” had become the new dispensation. It was at the heart of the Major
government’s City Challenge and Single Regeneration Budget programmes.
These had been designed partly to get away from the physical regeneration
of small areas of cities and to give emphasis to the economic potential for
tackling social regeneration in more deprived areas. There was now a rhetor-
ical emphasis on the combination of the market’s flexibility and responsiveness,
with the state adopting an ‘enabling’ role facilitating favourable conditions
for market operations and providing a regulatory framework to ensure stan-
dards of performance and a level playing field. In addition, the voluntary
sector has come to be seen as a key element in partnerships, partly, no doubt,
to legitimate the process but also reflecting its increasing significance— just
as local government has diminished in importance.

The powers of local government had been severely reduced in three ways:
by financial squeeze starting from the IMF crisis of 1976; by the loss of
functions to the central state, the private sector and the proliferating quangos;
and by the abolition of those councils governing the great conurbations,
notably the Greater London Council (Cochrane, 1993). The processes of
centralisation and fragmentation had serious consequences for the post-Rio
era. The Conservatives’ aim in the 1980s and early 1990s had been to shift
local authorities from being providers of services, to a model of the council
working through a mix of public, private and voluntary bodies, enabling
them to deliver services; and to provide planning frameworks for private
investment based on a system of central government subsidies.

In terms of social relations, then, an enduring feature of urbanisation
during the period of modernisation has been the process of spatial social
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inequality, created and structured by the combination of market/state rela-
tionships. This patterning reflects the different balances of private investment
and state intervention in the provision of housing, business, industry and
supporting facilities which together, developing over time, make up the urban
form. This social inequality is also physically reflected in the contrasting envi-
ronmental quality in British cities.

The social impact of urban planning

Although the social purpose of planning has been emphasised, notably in
the visions of its early advocates such as Howard and Geddes, in practice it
has been primarily concerned with land use and urban form. Planning is a
local government activity with central government exercising overall control
through policy guidance. The intention has been to promote the ‘public
interest’ in land-use decisions through development plans and the instrument
of development control. The social conditions of the cities have been addressed
mainly through ‘urban policy’, which has been especially directed at providing
solutions for the combination of poverty, poor education and health, dete-
riorating environments, unemployment and crime concentrated in the inner
cities and huge overspill estates outside cities like Liverpool and Glasgow.

The problem of social inequality has scarcely been tackled by town plan-
ning, which has a basically spatial remit. In physical terms, the Greater London
Plan of 1944 had initiated a policy of urban containment and planned
dispersal. This was given impetus through post-war planning, town expan-
sion and new towns legislation. Green Belts (eventually covering 12 per cent
of England and Wales) were established to check urban sprawl, safeguard
the countryside, to preserve the character of towns and assist in urban regen-
eration. Within the conurbations ‘twilight areas’ were redeveloped, and a
series of new towns and expanding towns were designated to encourage
planned dispersal from London or economic regeneration in the declining
regions.

While British town planning has contributed to the spatial patterning of
British cities, it has been far less influential in achieving the social purposes
envisaged by early town planners and by the first post-war government. In
its formative period, planning was imbued with a clear social vision, the
improvement of living conditions. Howard’s 1898 blueprint for the garden
city remains, a century later, the touchstone of British attitudes and the
source of a particular set of solutions to its urban problems. His concept of
social balance identifies social inequality as a major constraint on co-operation.
His ideas find expression today in such things as the provision of neigh-
bourhood facilities, and continue to influence contemporary debates about
sustainable cities. The Town and Country Planning Association, which
continues the tradition of Howard, Geddes and other early planning vision-
aries, still proclaims the principles of town planning to be social equality and
the promotion of ‘a better world for the enjoyment of present and future
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generations’. The sense of social purpose found its expression in the devel-
opment of new towns, and planning was a key element in the post-war
programme of housing provision, slum clearance and economic regeneration.

Thereafter it lost its social vision and became more and more a regulatory
activity. Planning was professionalised and bureaucratised, a technical process
shorn of ‘political’ interest. This was reflected in its ‘procedural planning
theory’ (Faludi, 1973; Healey ez al, 1982) which was not a theory so much
as a set of technical procedures incorporating the paraphernalia of systems
theory, modelling, ‘rationality’, organisational decision-making and the like.
Although these ideas have long been abandoned, planning has not fully
restored the link between purpose and policy which characterised its early
existence.

A key reason for this is that planning lacks effective powers; indeed, it
failed to secure the powers that might have made a difference in the balance
between public and private. Although planning supposedly provides for devel-
opment in the right place at the right time, its powers are negative. Planning
can prevent (though refusal may be overturned on appeal), but not promote
(allocation of land for a purpose does not guarantee that it will occur). While
planning can influence the use and form of development (in terms of density
and layout) it cannot ensure that needs are met (such as local employment,
social housing, types of retailing). While planning influences the value of
land, the unearned increment or ‘betterment’ value is a windfall gain to the
owner or developer instead of to the community, as was originally intended.
The failure to link land use and land value has weakened the ability of the
community to secure benefits from the planning process. ‘Planning gain’ in
the form of financial compensation or infrastructure provision in return for
planning permissions amounts to a form of bribery in which the public interest
at best is subordinate to the claims of the highest bidder.

Added to its lack of financial powers, planning has a weak institutional
base. It is a local government activity, and has been seriously affected by the
Thatcherite programme to reduce the role of local government referred to
above. Unlike most other western European countries the regional tier of
government in Britain is advisory and thus planning lacks a regional strategic
dimension. The 1990s restructuring of local government has promoted urban
unitary authorities and increased the potential for conflict between rural and
urban areas. This conflict is likely to increase the problems of inequality as
cities try to cope with problems of urban capacity and rural areas try to resist
further development emanating from the cities.

Furthermore, planning is weak in its reach. It only deals with land use —
it does not deal with the other aspects of environmental sustainability. The
control of pollution, water quality and waste management, formerly under
separate bodies, is the responsibility of the Environment Agency in England
and Wales, and the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency. There is
greater emphasis on the environmental impacts of land use, including the
use of environmental impact assessment procedures, but spatial planning and
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environmental control remain separate functions. With the urge towards an
integrated approach to sustainability, this divorce may be construed as a
critical weakness.

As a consequence of these weaknesses, planning has tended to facilitate
the market. Indeed, for a time during the 1980s, this was seen as its prime
purpose. In the climate of deregulation, privatisation and promotion of private
development, planning was seen as an obstacle to progress (HMSO, 1986).
It was accused of imposing a ‘cost on the economy and constraints on enter-
prise that are not always justified by any real public benefit in the individual
case’ (HMSO, 1985: 3.1). In the ideological thrust of the time there was a
perceived need to ‘simplify the system and improve its efficiency and to accept
a presumption in favour of development’ (ibid.: 3.4).

The period of high capitalism eventually softened and the idea of planning-
led development was encouraged (Stoker and Young, 1993: ch. 3). But, by
this time, much damage had been done with the spread of private housing
around towns and the countryside unrelated to any principles of sustain-
ability. The proliferation of out of town shopping centres encouraged
motorised shopping trips and drained the life blood out of town centres and
local neighbourhood centres across the country. By the time sustainability
became a planning priority the problem of unsustainability had intensified.
Planning became the key government function in the development of the
Rio process.

British cities and the Rio process

Action at the National Level

Between the publication of the Brundtland Report in 1987 and the Rio
Earth Summit in 1992, there was a considerable growth of interest in sustain-
able development in British local government (Ward, 1993). This was the
period of Friends of the Earth’s Environment Charter developed at Kirklees
(Huddersfield); the launch of the Environment Cities programme sponsored
by British Telecom (BT) at Peterborough and Leicester; and the appoint-
ment of the first environmental co-ordinators. By the time of Rio, a small
number of pioneering authorities were doing State of the Environment reports
and addressing the issue of how to apply ecologically sustainable develop-
ment ideas within their areas (see Figure 5.1 for locations discussed).

Meanwhile there had been important developments at the national level.
Although the 1990 White Paper, This Common Inheritance (DoE, 1990),
had been widely criticised, it was nevertheless an important step. It led to a
new planning framework emerging in 1991/2, and to the local authority
associations taking the concept of sustainable development more seriously
(Stoker and Young, 1993: ch. 4).

After Rio, the Conservative government was generally positive, but limited
in its approach. The UK’s Agenda 21 Report — Sustainable Development: The
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UK Strategy — encouraged councils to respond to the challenge (DoE, 1994:
para 30.4). However, this was not supported by programmes with resources
and clear targets. A pattern emerged of discussing options, but only taking
tentative steps and developing programmes with voluntary targets (e.g. recy-
cling or composting 25 per cent of all household waste by 2000). But, with
few exceptions (some of the London boroughs), councils made little progress.
Only £66.4m of local council borrowing was approved during 1991-6, for
investment in recycling and composting (DoE, 1996: 35 and 81, Ref 233).
The new landfill tax gave firms an incentive to reduce their waste but it did
not become operational until September 1996.

During the period after Rio, the Local Government Management Board
(LGMB) became the dominating organisation in terms of promoting LA21.
It built on the pre-Rio interest and involvement of central government, and
on the work of the pioneering councils in the early 1990s. It also drew
increasingly from its involvement in European and global networks on LA21.
After Rio the local authority associations established the LA21 Steering Group,
which included representatives from other sectors, to oversee and develop
what was now called the LA21 Initiative (DoE, 1994: paras 30.6, 30.10).
The LGMB was very active in publishing guidance and good practice (LGMB,
1993), promoting training and developing the network of more than 400
LA21 officers that emerged.

One of Labour’s first actions in office in 1997 was to take the potentially
significant step of amalgamating the Departments of Transport and
Environment to form a new Department of the Environment, Transport and
the Regions (DETR). This opened up the possibility of giving environmental
criteria precedence over economic criteria when reviewing road proposals.
Some big road schemes were axed, but the initial emphasis of Labour in
office was on rhetoric and reviews, rather than clear action. There were strong
speeches on climate change at the United Nations General Assembly Special
Session (UNGASS), and at the Kyoto conference later in 1997. Discussion
documents were published. Policies on topics like biodiversity were devel-
oped incrementally.

One of the key environmental issues facing the government was where to
locate the 4.4 million new homes forecast as needed by 2016. The
Conservative government set a target of half of these homes to be built on
brownfield sites within cities. Labour increased the target to 60 per cent.
Quite aside from whether such a percentage was achievable on expensive,
often polluted and difficult urban sites, was the issue of the social implica-
tions. By levering more housing on to vacant sites or on to infill plots,
precious open space would be lost, services put under greater pressure and
environmental conditions in danger of deteriorating still further. Some
observers concluded that the result would be to leave the ‘poorest stranded
in social housing ghettoes’, replicating the pattern of disadvantage from one
generation to another (Breheny and Hall, 1996: 5). At the same time poli-
cies to limit development in small towns and rural areas would create a rise
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in house prices that would disadvantage the less well-off, leaving a danger
that ‘sustainable development may become merely a device for preserving
rural amenity at the expense of everything and everyone else’ (ibid.: 51).
Overall, Labour’s initial approach did not promise to tackle the social conse-
quences of environmental change.

Action at the level of the city

At this point an earlier, contextual, pre-Rio point needs to be borne in
mind: the Thatcher era had greatly extended the post-war weakening of local
government. However, despite the loss of powers and funds, the responses
of many cities to the Rio challenge was enthusiastic. These are discussed
here. The ways in which central government undermined this energy are
analysed later.

A central concern was the search for new tools. Policy-makers were
becoming increasingly aware that their traditional policy instruments could
not effectively tackle the multidimensional problems posed by LA2I1.
Experiments with new instruments became an important part of policy-makers
puzzling out what applying sustainable development meant in practice.
Environmental Impact Assessment became widespread in the early 1990s
following an EU directive. There were experiments with green housekeeping
schemes; environmental audits and appraisals (DoE, 1993); and sustainability
indicators (LGMB, 1995). In particular, interest in Environmental
Management Audit Systems (EMAS) grew. EMAS aimed to identify the
detrimental effects on the environment of the routine application of council
policies and to adopt a systemic approach to managing local services in envi-
ronmentally friendly ways (Morris and Hams, 1997: 18-19).

On the participation front, there was a ferment of activity. In some respects
this became an end in itself (Young, 1997; Morris and Hams, 1997: 41-50).
Councils like Leicester and Reading tried to move away from top-down,
consultation strategies towards bottom-up strategies that aimed to empower
local communities. The imaginative range of approaches reflected a wider
concern in Britain about the need to regenerate local democracy (DETR,
1998: ch. 4). Together with some of the estate regeneration and urban
renewal programmes, LA21 has been in the forefront of a frenzy of exper-
imentation. The redevelopment of the Hulme crescents in Manchester, that
symbol of 1960s inner city comprehensive redevelopment, involved an ambi-
tious participation programme that had a considerable impact on detailed
policy-making (Harding and Garside, 1996).

Progress on LA21

The LGMB surveys of LA21 activity during the 1994—6 period made it clear
that the aim of completing all LA21 strategy documents by the end of 1996
would not be achieved.! By then, only 194 LA21 strategy documents had
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been completed out of a potential UK total of 475. About eighty of the
194 were from urban councils (Morris and Hams, 1997: 5, fig. 15 and
Appendix 1). Even in those cases where LLA21 strategy documents have been
produced, they vary enormously in scope — as Church (1995) and Whittaker
(1995) had earlier argued. Some are genuine action plans, but others have
little claim to be serious LA21s. The total includes Manchester’s, which the
City Council had virtually disowned because it was out of step with council
policy on expanding the airport.

If an LA21 is to reflect the detail and the spirit of the Rio Agenda 21
document, and to be a real action plan with the potential to make a serious
impact, then it needs a number of key features. It needs to analyse issues;
establish priorities and implementation targets; set out adequately resourced
programmes; and create effective monitoring techniques. In terms of these
features it is clear that only a handful of Britain’s 80 urban LA21 strategy
documents — together with some of those completed after the November
1996 survey — can really claim to be serious action plans.

Even where an LA21 has the features of a serious action plan, its signif-
icance will only emerge slowly. In the British case this will depend on its
impact on two further issues. First, the budgets of the council concerned,
and the organisations with which it deals, will have to be dismantled and
rebuilt around sustainable development priorities. Second, the status of LA21s
has yet to be determined in the context of Britain’s planning system. The
system of structure and local plans, and Unitary Development Plans, provides
the legal basis of the planning system (Rydin, 1993). These plans set out
policies on land release, minerals, housing investment, transport infrastructure,
tourism and a whole range of other issues. They reflect major central govern-
ment policies, as over airports and motorways; as well as setting out the
council’s conclusions from its own surveys and consultation programmes.
Once they have been formally approved, these are the statutory plans against
which planning applications are judged. Where the LA21 is at variance with
the existing statutory plan, it will be the latter which will almost always deter-
mine the outcome.

Other impacts at the level of the city

To understand the British situation it is necessary to distinguish between pro-
ducing LA21 strategy documents, and cities being involved in the LA21
process (Morris and Hams, 1997: figs 1 and 15). Being involved in the process
has been interpreted much more widely to include not just the LA21 strategy
document, but trying to apply the principles agreed at Rio across the whole
range of urban problems. At this broader level, much more progress has
undoubtedly been made. It needs to be examined in the context of the post-
war developments analysed earlier. During the 1970s and 1980s, policies on
issues like housing and industry were developed in a narrow, self-contained
way. Their side-effects and ecological consequences were not fully appreciated.
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Transport policies were predominately roads-based for example. They spread
development outwards, generating yet more traffic, making cycling more dif-
ficult, adding to air pollution, increasing incidences of asthma, threatening
wildlife sites, and contributing further to the greenhouse effect.

Together, Brundtland and Rio highlighted the links between policy
domains. Policy-makers began to appreciate the need to think laterally, across
the artificial boundaries between issues imposed by departmental and
committee structures. In the 1970s and 1980s attempts to co-ordinate policies
on issues like planning, transport, wildlife, crime and health had been limited.

The initial 1990s response was to examine policy through an environ-
mental lens. Sustainable development was seen not in terms of its social and
economic dimensions, but in terms of planting trees, putting in a few cycle
lanes and tidying up the environment. This can only be understood in terms
of the inherited approach outlined earlier exerting a continuing influence.
But as the 1990s advanced, more holistic approaches were developed — as
in health (Crombie, 1995) — so as to reduce the side-effects of conventional
programmes.

There were two ways in which cities adapted their decision-making processes
to help them think more holistically. The more ambitious focused on struc-
tures, on giving those involved a strong position within the council’s hierarchy.
This approach is most in evidence in councils like Wrexham in North Wales,
where the environment unit was put into the Chief Executive’s Department;
or, as with Lancashire, where a strong and influential Environment
Department was established. Committed political leadership, as in Kirklees,
has also driven change. From 1996 onwards, the establishment of LA21
groups to co-ordinate departmental inputs became more common (Marston,
1996; Morris and Hams, 1997: 17).

On the policy side, thinking across issues was sometimes straightforward.
Greater numbers of Combined Heat and Power projects provided cheap heat.
Increased recycling reduced the volume of waste going to landfill. The most
common response, though, seems to have been to get into more detail within
one issue — as on biodiversity (Young, 1995). However, there was little sign
of more ambitious ideas like using access to public transport as a criterion
by which to assess major planning applications. Such holistic, lateral thinking
is routinely used in other countries in western Europe (Barton ez al., 1995).

However, in British cities sustainable development has mainly been linked
to environmental issues like land-use planning and waste management (Wood,
1994, 1995; Morris and Hams, 1997: fig. 9). Much less progress has been
made in integrating sustainable development with policies on social and
economic issues like housing, anti-poverty strategies and economic develop-
ment. A strong feature of Britain’s approach to sustainable development has
thus been to focus on the environmental dimensions rather than the economic
or social ones.

There is a much greater understanding than before Brundtland of how
the local affects the global; of how, for example, all the forms of air pollution
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come together to contribute to global warming and ozone depletion. But
the extent to which there is a conscious attempt to tackle this at the local
level is limited to isolated cases like Edinburgh’s and Oxford’s transport initia-
tives. Some environmental conditions have deteriorated. Urban smog and
traffic congestion are examples. But some have improved. Salmon have
returned to cleaned-up rivers. Improvements have happened for reasons that
have nothing to do with Rio. CO, emissions have been reduced to 1990
levels ahead of the target date of 2000. This was mostly due to the Conser-
vatives’ decision to run down the coal industry, and to encourage the
replacement of coal-fired power stations with gas-fired ones (DoE, 1996:
paras 7-14).

The significance of Rio

Some positive steps had thus been taken in Britain’s cities. But they were
very tentative when compared to what had been envisaged at Rio. Moreover,
they were isolated, tending to affect a minority of cities, and usually only
some neighbourhoods or some programmes. State urban policies in Britain
continued to develop in a slow, incremental way. Overall, the impact of Rio
was very limited when compared to the scale of the problems. The issue of
inequality — identified above as crucial to sustainable development — received
scant attention. Very little progress was made in producing LA21 strategy
documents that were serious action plans.

However, Rio’s lack of impact does not mean that the post-Rio process
has been insignificant in Britain. It is important to draw out the way reacting
to Rio has made those involved analyse their policy-making processes. This
has helped in two senses. First, producing the LA21 strategy documents was
initially seen as a goal in itself. But by the time of UNGASS in June 1997
more and more urban authorities were following LGMB’s advice and seeing
LA21 as just one stage in a longer process. Labour’s 1997 commitment to
get all councils to complete LA21s by 2000 was another positive step.

In addition, policy-makers had approached LA21 and sustainable devel-
opment partly via changed policy-making processes. They used EMAS and
other tools to help them think across issues and develop holistic approaches
(Audit Commission, 1997). This has started to change the policy-making
processes themselves. Applying EMAS to challenging issues like transport and
central resource allocation processes, as in Hereford, represents a significant
change. Rio has thus released pressures and ideas that are beginning to have
a long-term impact. But holistic approaches will only produce significant
change via slow, cumulative pressures beginning to generate critical mass
over the next decade. This could start to happen, though it is not inevitable.
If it is to happen, urban policy-makers need to transform the way they
routinely think about policy. This would require nothing less than a culture
change in local government. Having analysed the urban level, it is necessary
to refocus on the national picture.
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Factors affecting progress on LA21

In the mid-1990s in Scotland, Wales and some English counties, many
councils were preoccupied with the Conservative government’s local govern-
ment reorganisation agenda. This diverted attention away from serious
consideration of big emerging policy issues. Beyond this — temporary — issue,
there were three other sets of constraints on progress towards ecologically
sustainable urban development.

First, there has been the role of central government. The impact of
Thatcherism had been to turn Britain into an even more centralised unitary
state, especially when compared with countries like Germany and Sweden.
Rio demands local responses to local needs. Part of the impact of the Thatcher
and Major governments had been to promote the fragmentation of power
and the concept of the enabling authority. This meant that councils often
have to work through partnerships — as in crime, health, poverty, and trans-
port. These partnerships are time-consuming to set up, and often fail for
lack of public sector funding. Councils lack experience of how to operate
them, except in urban renewal (Healey et al., 1992).

Transport provides a good example of the complexities of implementation
for councils in the contexts of both centralisation and fragmentation. Councils
drew up proposals to tackle local problems — park and ride schemes, road
improvements, traffic-calming measures, cycle paths, and so on. But deci-
sions as to the amount of available funding were largely taken in Whitehall.
Any action on introducing road pricing depended on a central government
lead. The Department of Transport determined the road building programme.
Buses and trains were now largely privatised; and decisions about public trans-
port infrastructure projects were even more dispersed across private and public
sector interests. The implementation of LA21 proposals on transport thus
depended on councils working through others.

The other aspect of central government acting as a constraint concerns
the limited and confusing national policy frameworks on so many issues.
Attempts to respond to Rio were undermined by policies on out-of-town
superstores; the roads programme; and development on greenfield sites,
spreading cities outwards (Owens, 1997). These contradictions were symbol-
ised by the increasingly open disagreements over the roads programme and
car-orientated policies between the environment and transport ministries from
1989 through to the 1997 election (Young, 1994). A continuing problem
was the lack of clear regional strategic guidance on the location of the 4.4
million new households and major infrastructure projects. The routine refer-
ences to sustainable development in the regional policy documents and
Labour’s proposal in 1997 to make sustainable development a responsibility
of the new Regional Development Agencies did not add up to a coherent
approach.

The second factor constraining progress on LA21 was the weakness of
political support in both state and civil society for a strong assertive promotion
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of sustainable development by government at all levels. The neo-pluralist
model illuminates the problems (Dunleavy and O’Leary, 1987: ch. 6). The
central state encouraged debates over transport and sustainable development.
It responded to environmental interests where it could without creating
conflicts. Examples include exhorting people to adapt their lifestyles by using
public transport and recycling waste. It tried to buy off opposition with
token projects — like the planting of trees along motorways. It also responded
to pressures for environmental initiatives on uncontroversial topics as with
traffic-calming schemes, community forests and urban wildlife projects.
However, where there were conflicts, the neo-pluralist state invariably sided
with business. The debate on transport after the Royal Commission on
Environment and Pollution report (RCEP, 1994) led to the weakening of
support for a roads-based transport policy. But ministers were unable to
generate an alternative. During the 1992-7 period Conservative ministers
were fearful of anything that would make the loss of support in the polls
and at by-elections even worse. LA2]1 was more amenable to democracy at
the neighbourhood level than at the sub-regional or higher levels where
strategic issues were discussed. Economic interests largely retained the inside
track, elbowing out the environmental lobbyists and marginalising the new
social movements. In the conflicts within Whitehall, the economic depart-
ments largely won out.

However, in the urban areas where councils have actively promoted LA21,
a different situation has arisen. The main departments and committees have
started to take the non-economic dimensions more seriously, and have been
more prepared to limit the influence of economic interests, as in Leeds over
restricting traffic in the city centre. They have also tried, as in Leicester, to
build coalitions of support for LA21 among groups interested in environ-
mental quality; public transport users, cyclists, wildlife, and other
environmental groups; and voluntary sector bodies. Wherever councils took
the lead on LA21 they largely failed to persuade industrialists to take the
environment more seriously and to generate business support for LA21
(Wood, 1995). In spatial terms support for LA21 came more from the better-
off suburbs than from inner city areas.

The third constraint has been the organisational structures and processes
within local government. The promotion of ecologically sustainable devel-
opment requires integrated, multi-disciplinary, cross-departmental processes.
Only then is it possible to pursue holistic approaches that build from the
environmental ideas that are becoming more and more detailed, and draw
in the economic and social dimensions that have been so neglected. However,
it is clear that in the mid-1990s only a tiny proportion of councils fully
appreciated this. Compartmentalism remains a strong feature of British local
government (Stoker, 1991). Manchester, Leeds and Bradford, three large
cities each aspiring to be leaders in planning for sustainability illustrate how
attempts to promote holistic approaches broke down in a tangle of depart-
mental and committee rivalries, and the withdrawal of political support for
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LA21 (Littlewood and Whitney, 1998). They each reveal how ecologically
sustainable development is a concept ‘which has captured the intellectual and
philosophical high ground but failed to be defined in such a way as to subvert
the continuation of the old practices which have signally failed to adequately
address sustainability in the past’ (ibid.: 17).

The conditions for sustainable urban development

Sustainable development involves both physical and social adjustment in
response to environmental change. At a theoretical level there are both
pessimistic and optimistic perspectives of future prospects. The pessimistic
suggests that nothing short of an environmental catastrophe would reveal
the need for change and, by then, the damage could be irreversible. As Beck,
peering at the abyss, pronounces, modern societies are Risk Societies
‘confronted by the challenges of the self-created possibility, hidden at first,
then increasingly apparent, of the self-destruction of all life on this earth’
(1995: 67). He argues that societies have the capacity to avert catastrophe
provided they are engaged in what he calls ‘reflexive modernisation’. By this
he means that recognition of the dangers may open the way for self-criticism
and self-transformation on the part of individuals and society at large, so that
new technologies, new ways of living and new institutions are developed
which enable society to adjust to the limits imposed by the natural envi-
ronment. But his move from analysis to prescription is vague and speculative.
Also the tentative steps taken so far in Britain on LA21 have been so limited
and weak that they do not encourage the prospect of reflexive modernisation.

A more comforting picture is portrayed by those who believe there is the
capacity within present society for a transition towards sustainable develop-
ment based on the idea of ‘ecological modernisation’ (Hajer, 1995; Mol,
1995, 1996; Christoff, 1996; Blowers, 1997; Spaargaren, 1997). Essentially
this means giving greater priority to ecological needs in the production
process. It regards the free market operating within the regulatory frame-
work provided by the state as the most efficient way to reduce demands on
resources and to minimise pollution. Economic growth and environmental
conservation are thereby compatible objectives. This politically convenient
greening of ‘business as usual’ approach, underlies the policies put forward
by business and governments as they respond to the call for sustainable devel-
opment. Here too there are problems. Ecological modernisation is a rather
vague concept. It is used both as a broad sociological concept and as a
prescriptive programme. The features of progress at the sub-national level
have not been worked out. It cannot be claimed that Britain’s faltering steps
on LA21 add up to a serious application of this model. Ecological moderni-
sation encourages the seductive belief that sustainability can be achieved with
little sacrifice. Also in the British case, manufacturing industry — the focus
of almost all the writing on ecological modernisation — only accounted by
the mid-1990s for 20 per cent of economic activity.
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From the British perspective, sustainable urban development requires certain
conditions to be fulfilled. First there is a need for policies to promote greater
social equality, an essential precondition for the social cohesion necessary to
secure a transformation towards sustainability. Second, sustainable urban
development needs to be planned over the long term. It requires a system
of integrated and strategic planning linking social and physical criteria at the
global, national and local levels. This is not the narrowly based British land-
use planning system. Nor is it the discredited centralised bureaucratic planning
which was operated by the former Soviet Union and its satellites. Third,
there is a need for leadership at the national level promoting policies which
are relevant to the scale of the issues, and adequately resourced.

Fourth, with regard to changed values, it is evident that the shift from
the unsustainable cities of today to the sustainable cities of tomorrow will
not take place unless there are fundamental changes in society itself. But
social change is not simply an autonomous process. It both influences and
responds to political change. The question is whether political purpose
and social values can become so aligned as to make possible a shift in the
direction of ecologically sustainable urban development. Clearly sustainable
development can only be achieved through a social transformation. It is diffi-
cult to see how this might come about because the values that have led to
unsustainable cities are so deeply implanted in the structures that drive modern
society.

Finally, planning for sustainable development requires a holistic approach
that transcends economic policy sectors, and involves social criteria as well
as environmental ones (Blowers, 1993). But the land-use planning system
remains too narrowly focused for holistic approaches to develop. Broadening
its scope will require not just new legislation, but a culture change that places
environmental sustainability and social equality at the heart of the process of
urban development.

Note

1 The LGMB commissioned the University of Westminster to do surveys of progress
on LA21 by all councils in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. These
were carried out in December 1994, February 1996, and November 1996. (The
findings are summarised in Morris and Hams 1997: ch. 2.) There is a lot of
useful material, but there are several reasons why researchers need to be wary in
quoting from it. First, the surveys coincided with a period of local government
reorganisation, with 542 councils being surveyed in December 1994, and 475 in
November 1996. Some were abolished while others were taking on enhanced
responsibilities. Second, the response rate varied. It averaged about 60 per cent.
Third, from the point of view of this chapter, there is the complication that the
figures are totals, and do not distinguish between urban and rural. Last, there is
a difficulty with quoting from the data as 14 of the 16 figures are given as percent-
ages of respondent authorities. So, for example, Figure 15 says that in the
November 1996 survey 24 per cent of the respondents would produce an LA21
strategy document in 1996; and 44 per cent would later on. Twenty-four per
cent of the 297 respondents is 71, but the total of all councils surveyed was 475.
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So 24 per cent translates into 71 out of 475 — which is about 15 per cent.
Similarly, 44 per cent of the 297 respondents translates into 131 out of 475 —
which is about 28 per cent. Little is known about the 178 non-respondents to
the November 1996 survey, although 70 of them had returned the February 1996
survey. So while the surveys are valuable they need to be used with a little caution.
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6 Sustainability and urban
policy in Germany
Retrospect and prospect!

Anke Valentin, Martin Giirtler
and Joachim H. Spangenbery

Introduction

Germany, as a federal state with three levels of decision-making (federal —
Bundesrepublik, states — Linder, and local government — Kommune), has
political and decision-making structures quite different from many other
European countries. German cities also have much more administrative
autonomy and financial resources than cities of other countries (with munic-
ipal budgets twice the size per capita, for example, of those of many US
cities) and therefore have more options to pursue their individual urban poli-
cies. The underlying political structure has its foundation in modern history,
so understanding present urban challenges in Germany and current policy
responses means that it is necessary to be aware of a number of factors.

First one should recall the long urban history of the country. Two millennia
ago, the Romans founded a dense network of colonial cities in their province
of ‘Germania’. A thousand years later, the Middle Ages saw the emergence
of independent cities and the powerful networks of ‘Hanse’ cities. In feudal
times, new cities of residence were established by feudal sovereigns to demon-
strate their power and their dedication to the arts. The evolution of industrial
cities and the subsequent foundation of industrial new towns during the
period of the Third Reich was the last effort to complement the already
dense urban network in Germany. The rights of local self-administration
enshrined in the constitution give the cities considerable power, in political
as well as in financial terms.

Secondly, it is important to understand the established decentralised federal
system which gives considerable power to the states. These states were
equipped with a set of powerful tools, including independent parliaments, a
(federal) senate representing the states and controlling the national govern-
ment and parliament, a policy monopoly over education and culture, and
the power to formulate and implement their own urban development policies
and strategies.

Thirdly, we must take account of the practical repercussions of the reuni-
fication of Germany. For more than forty years, the urban systems in East
and West Germany developed in different directions until the reunification
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in 1989 caused their full integration into the established West German system.
The required transformation process in East Germany has been financed by
the western part because the indigenous economic base of the east had been
eroded within a short period of time and left behind a deindustrialised geog-
raphy extremely vulnerable and quite unprepared to handle the mechanisms
of the Western market economy. Germany today, therefore, includes both
the richest (Hamburg) and the poorest (Mecklenburg) regions of the
European Union.

Germany has a population of about 81 million and a gross population
density of 228 inhabitants per km?. Of these 81 million about 63 million
(77.8 per cent) live in West Germany and 18 million (22.2 per cent) in East
Germany, including Berlin. Compared with other cities in Europe, the polit-
ical and administrative urban system in Germany is well balanced, in that
large cities are scattered more or less evenly throughout the country, resulting
in a dense functional network of rural, medium and large cities.

Because of the historical development described above, the administrative
structure in Germany distinguishes between states and cities as autonomous
governing organs. Consequently, in the debate about sustainability one also
has to distinguish between processes on national and processes on local levels.

In this chapter, the national discourse of sustainability is first described,
taking into consideration governmental as well as non-governmental activities.
Due to the 1998 change of government after sixteen years of conservative
rule, major changes seem to be ahead. We here mainly describe the policy
approach of the governments up to 1998 since that regime brought about
the status quo, but we also discuss the changes in perspectives based on the
recent coalition agreement as accepted by the parties forming the new govern-
ment on 24 and 25 October 1998. Following this, the Agenda processes
taking place on local levels will be elaborated.

Sustainable development at national level

Federal government policy

At national level ‘sustainability’ had become a slogan but has not (yet) been
elaborated into a coherent and substantial political programme. The conser-
vative German government perceived sustainability as consisting of two
components: environmental conservation (a target that is to be promoted at
national and international level), and the rest of Agenda 21 which was consid-
ered to be an aspect of (foreign) ‘development’, to be brought about by
development aid or by direct investment. Sustainability has hardly been
regarded as an obligation to promote a lifestyle in Germany that is compat-
ible with the social and environmental needs of future generations world-wide,
nor have equity and gender issues been addressed. The new ‘red-green’
government, by contrast, regards ecologically sustainable development (ESD)
as its basic orientation, with a strong focus on the integration (or at least
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parallel pursuing) of economic growth, social security, CO, reduction and
nuclear phase-out, as well as strengthened public participation. However,
drastic behavioural changes, like a reduction of mobility or economic inter-
ventions involving, for example, reducing transport volumes, are not on the
government’s agenda.

The prime responsibility for the realisation of sustainable development cur-
rently rests with three ministries: the Federal Ministry of Environment (BMU
— Bundesministerium fiir Umwelt, Naturschutz und Reaktorsicherheit), the
Federal Ministry for Economic Co-operation and Development (BMZ -
Bundesministerium fiir wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung)
which will be strengthened and committed to sustainable development to some
degree under the new government, and the Federal Ministry for Construction
(BMBau - Bundesministerium fiir Raumordnung, Bauwesen und Stidtebau).

This division of responsibilities has been problematic because the three
ministries did not in the past work together sufficiently, and they have pursued
entrely different goals and concepts. Other relevant ministries exhibit only
token participation, and have in fact been boycotting any move towards
sustainable development, for example in transport and agriculture (see Fues,
1997: 10). Whilst the BMU secks to provide back-up for the national and
international debate about environmental protection, the BMZ concentrates
on its project of foreign aid in the South, although it is now working
more within the guidelines of sustainable development than before. The
third ministry mentioned, the BMBau, is responsible for urban development
and planning. Together with the municipalities, this ministry gives effect to
the goals of the Habitat conferences in seeking to achieve urban sustainable
development. Thus there are several different political tasks to which we
now turn.

Development co-opevation: the BMZ

Working together with the South to enhance the social, political and economic
security of poorer countries is seen as the most important responsibility within
the development policy of the BMZ, taking into account gender issues and
environmental concerns. In the context of sustainable development the policy
concentrates on setting new criteria (or relabelling old ones) for foreign aid
in developing countries. In particular the following are emphasised (see Forum
Umwelt und Entwicklung, 1997: 44—46):

1 Conversion and liquidation of debts through ‘debt for nature’ swaps,
and — new — debt relief for poor countries.

2 International agreements about environmental conservation, like the
conventions on desertification, biodiversity, and ozone layer protection.

3 The programme to support the sustainable development of small islands
(AOSIS).

4 Education of people in developing countries by the Deutsche Stiftung
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fiir internationale Entwicklungszusammenarbeit (DSE — German Fund
for Co-operation on Development).

5 Sponsoring of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and projects in
the South — to be increased with the new government.

6 The transfer of non-polluting technology.

7  The transfer of know-how in environmentally sound energy use.

8 Support for family planning programmes.

With the change of government, steps towards the goal of 0.7 percent of
GNP for development aid are now promised.

All of these are measures whose impact lies outside Germany’s frontiers.
At national level, the non-‘environmental’ goals of sustainable development
have been mainly understood as urban planning issues, as formulated at the
Habitat conferences. Now, however, the social dimension and institutional
aspects such as extended citizen participation are also on the agenda; however,
these have not yet been institutionalised.

National urban planning of the BMBaun

The official view, as expressed in the national German report to the Habitat
conference in Istanbul in 1996, saw five urban policy challenges with which
Federal (and states) governments were confronted. These five challenges of
urban development policies have been described (BMBau, 1996a: 45-48).

1 Sustainable resource utilisation: ‘Efforts have to be made to increase the
density of cities, to alleviate the functional division of labour within a
city, and to aim for a higher degree of urban polycentrality.” Paradigms
such as ‘decentralised concentration’; ‘urban consolidation’ or ‘short
distance city’, to ‘promote settlement density, and protect free space’ are
developed (Stark, 1997: 49-50).

2 Socially compatible wrban development: The creation of socially compat-
ible settlements and urban development is seen as critical in order to try
to cushion the most negative social impacts of the free market economy,
and to avoid the emergence of socially disadvantaged urban neighbour-
hoods and urban slums. According to BMBau, ‘the remedy is seen in
an urban policy which strengthens the self-organisation of disadvantaged
neighbourhoods, the creation of affordable social infrastructure, and in
better targeting housing policies to minority groups’.

3 Affordable housing for everybody: ‘Improvement of fringe benefits for
private housing investment, the provision of cheap land for private devel-
opment, the promotion of owner-occupied housing at affordable costs,
and the modernisation and partial privatisation of obsolete housing stock
in the former East Germany etc.’

4 Sustainable wrban infrastructuve: ‘Decentralised service structures are
favoured rather than highly centralised utilities and facilities, enabling
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private—public partnerships and improving the involvement of local resi-
dents and households.”

5  Attractive cities: The physical attractiveness of cities and the local invest-
ment climate are seen to be essential factors in attracting inward
investment and for retaining the existing local business community.
BMBau: ‘Given the financial constraints of local authorities, and being
caught in the obvious conflict between modernisation and sustainable
development, ways and means are being sought to compromise between
well justified urban development objectives.’

In recent years, the federal government in Germany has intensified its efforts
to formulate future-oriented urban development principles and guidelines.
This was caused by the need to incorporate the spatial and urban develop-
ment of the new East German states into the territory of the reunified
Germany, and the process was additionally strengthened by European and
international initiatives. The outcome has been a few documents aimed at
both policy areas; that is, at national spatial planning (Raumordnung) and
at the local urban development planning (Stadtentwicklungsplanung). In these
two highly interrelated policy fields, a number of documents have been
launched which have pulled various policy strings together.

Envivonmental policy of the BMU

The Rio conference saw Germany speaking as the ‘teacher’s pet’ (Musterknabe)
in environmental conservation, with chancellor Helmut Kohl promising the
reduction of CO, emission in Germany by 25 per cent. This reduction was
to be implemented in full by the year 2005 through a programme involving
and applying one hundred emission-cutting options and ‘voluntary commit-
ments’ (see below). However, the government itself criticised this programme
as regards its capacity to protect our climate, and it has become obvious that
on the basis of past policies Germany will not be able to keep up with the
expectations raised. Whether the new government, committed to energy
savings and a nuclear phase-out, will be able to meet the target they explic-
itly reconfirmed remains to be seen (see SPD/Biindnis 90/Die Griinen,
1998). At least the higher energy taxation announced (compensated by a
decrease in social security payments) and strict standards for construction
may help to reduce emissions to some degree.

During the last decade the reunification of East and West Germany and
the subsequent economic turmoil dominated national policies, strengthening
a trend away from sustainability policies, which has been dominant in the
national government since 1991. Besides this special German problem,
however, the national business community hesitates to make what they regard
as a ‘solo run’ because, its leaders argue, of the competitive pressures resulting
from the globalisation of the economy which are of special relevance for the
World’s second ranking export nation. Although today the share of foreign
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trade in the GNP has just reached the levels of 1912 (a historical background
often ignored, as in other countries), with Germany gaining many benefits
from globalisation ever since, the argument of ‘Globalisation Pressures’ has
been used politically to promote deregulation of environmental protection
and social security ‘in order to combat unemployment’.

In 1997, unemployment in Germany reached a historic peak of 4.5 million,
with 25 per cent in some subregions of Germany, and unprecedentedly high fig-
ures in some traditional industrial cities. Unemployment, preserving Germany’s
economic attractiveness for foreign investors, and concern about the increase of
the GNP were considered to be more important than caring for the environ-
ment. And being regarded as international developments, these arguments have
provided perfect excuses for past government failures. A sustainable lifestyle that
is compatible with the environmental and social requirements of tomorrow has
been denounced as a luxury. Whereas the old government set clear priorities for
the economic interests, the new tries to strike a balance between economic
growth, environmental protection, and social justice — and is strongly opposed
by conservative (i.e. neoliberal) politicians, media and business representatives.

Naturally enough, concerns and priorities vary among different interest
groups. Private industries, the business community and professionals, aided
by their supporting institutions and clientele, complain about costly compre-
hensive environmental and land use control mechanisms and (against empirical
evidence) about slow bureaucracies in granting building permissions and busi-
ness licences. They also deplore the deteriorating ‘competitiveness’ of airports,
motorways and infrastructure facilities, the business-damaging effects of inner
city traffic calming initiatives and the tight control of new developments on
virgin land - briefly, all urban environmental achievements since the 1970s
are considered ‘unnecessary costs’ and all new initiatives, regardless of their
real effects, are being opposed.

The more environmentally conscious loudly argue for a total reformula-
tion of economic growth policies, towards more efficient (and thus less)
energy consumption and organic small-scale agriculture (the agricultural struc-
ture still dominating in the South), reducing unnecessary additional mobility
instead of promoting it, reconsidering any further extensions of airports and
motorways, and making the consumption of open land more difficult. Some
of those promoting this line are now in the government. Others, more
concerned with the growing social problems in cities, point to increasing
poverty and homelessness, to crime and drug problems in certain urban quar-
ters, to increasingly visible social segregation and to the spatial concentration
of social and economic problems in urban backwater districts as a conse-
quence of increasing unemployment. This group now forms the majority of
government members: both have made important elements of sustainability
their main concerns. Hopefully they will search more successfully for win-
win-situations than get split over the possible trade-offs.

Although today more people are working in the environmental technology
sector than in the automobile industry, a large proportion of conservative
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politicians and managers are still sceptical. They complain that instead of
establishing general guidelines or ecological and social standards, there are
command-and-control detailed regulations — a complaint which has some
merit.

Preventive environmental conservation in Germany uses two principal
instruments: the enacting of laws, and the co-operation between political and
economic spheres through ‘voluntary commitments’. Economic instruments
due to the lack of political will and liability legislation due to the structure
of the legal system play no significant role in German politics. The conser-
vative government relied all too often on ‘voluntary commitments’ of business
sectors as a substitute for legal or fiscal measures, often without proper moni-
toring and enforcement. However, since the German political culture (as
compared e.g. to the Netherlands) has no tradition of contractual instead of
administrative regulation, they hardly ever got anything beyond the imple-
mentation of the results of technological progress that had been on the
business agenda anyway. The new government has announced that such
commitments as suggested by international experience (Spangenberg and
Verheyen, 1996) will be backed up with monitoring and legal enforcement
in cases where the outcome of the agreements proves to be unsatisfactory,
thus substituting ‘command and control’ policies for ‘agree and control’
approaches.

The economic motivation to commit oneself to less-polluting production
and management is mainly stimulated by the hope of a better image, which
would aid expansion on the (world) market, rather than by real cost saving,
since with proper control transaction costs (monitoring, co-ordination,
communication, enforcement) have to be carried by the business sector and
tend to increase with the new tasks shouldered, with the risk to overcom-
pensate gains from the increased efficiency of allocation. Consequently, it
remains to be seen how much action follows ‘the gospel’ of sustainability,
now that this motivation will be supported by increasing taxes on energy.
The core of the thinking behind ecological tax reform comprises two dimen-
sions: an overcoming of environmental market imperfections, on the one
hand, and the use of the market to enhance competition for environmental
performance, on the other.

Euphoric advocates of the market, who reduce the ecological issue to a
struggle for future markets and technologies, easily forget the simple fact
that economic expansionism outweighs any technological efficiency gains, and
the demolition of cultural barriers through uncontrolled division of labour
on a global scale is exceptionally destructive in terms of personal identity
and social cohesion. Market sceptics, on the other hand, focus on the latter
and underestimate the creative potential in the (sustainably regulated)
unfolding of market forces. Society, economy, environment are interlinked,
non-deterministic complex systems, each with its own dynamics, time-frame
and logic. Imposing the logic of one on the other is undermining the balance
and thus sustainable development (see Spangenberg, 1999).
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On concrete targets for Germany, the new government has confirmed the
general goal to reduce CO, emissions by 25 per cent by 2005, but has — as yet
— not set any sector-specific quantitative targets, a procedure used in many
national environmental plans but not yet applied in Germany. So far, the only
official paper that named concrete targets for sustainable development of the
national economy as a whole has been published by the Ministry of
Environment (BMU) in 1998. It was, however, a ‘solo run’ by the ministry and
not a shared government position. None the less — or perhaps, rather, therefore
— it might well serve as a starting point for the new government. According to
this paper the priority topics of environmental policy (summarised in a system
of sustainability indicators called the ‘Environmental Barometer’) should be
energy saving, nature protection, non-polluting mobility, reducing land use and
the reduction of material flows by a factor of 2.5 (BMU, 1998).

Since Rio, two-thirds of all industrial states have formulated national
programmes for sustainability — but not so in Germany. However, based on
a number of civil society institutions, the new government has announced
such a programme, including targets, corresponding measures and a clear
time schedule (Leitschuh-Fecht and Maier, 1998: 31-32).

Civil society activities

Today, many different social groups and political parties are discussing sustain-
ability: non-profit organisations for environment and development, business,
churches, trade unions, political parties. By way of illustration, we present
some of these activities, though the account is in no way exhaustive.

New networks (bttp://www.oneworldweb.de/forum)

Six months after the UN Conference on Environment and Development,
thirty-five organisations (environment, development, youth, women and other
NGOs, trade unions, etc.) joined forces to found the German NGO Forum
on Environment and Development. Already during the run-up to the confer-
ence in Rio de Janeiro some of the environmental organisations had been
co-operating (an overview on the German environmental NGO movement
is given in Spangenberg, 1994), and afterwards they decided to broaden the
basis and set up a permanent structure to pursue the process of Agenda 21.

The major purpose of the Forum on Environment and Development is to
prepare joint NGO position papers and strategies to campaign and lobby for
new political perspectives. Therefore, working groups were established in
which every member organisation of the Forum can participate. The Forum
intends to promote the following goals:

e to take seriously the outcome of Rio and to do whatever possible to
promote policies to eradicate poverty world-wide and to protect the envi-
ronment;
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e to lobby both at national and international level to implement the
decisions passed in Rio, particularly Agenda 21, the Climate Convention,
the Biodiversity Convention, the Desertification Convention and the
Forestry Agreement;

e to establish working groups which would, for example, develop position
papers on the most pressing issues in the wake of Rio and in prepara-
tion for CSD meetings, LoPs, etc.;

e to increase pressure on government and legislative bodies by joint NGO
actions;

e to act as a contact for international partners.

It is one of the main goals of the Forum to educate the German public
on the link between environment and development. Moreover, it promotes
change in wasteful habits of consumption and patterns of production in the
industrialised countries which deplete natural resources and deprive millions
of people, particularly in the South, of their right to live in dignity.

The Forum has, besides its working groups and the biennial plenary meet-
ings, one crucial institution: a professional secretariat, financially supported
by BMU and BMZ. It is the Forum’s voice as well as its tool for co-
ordination, disseminating the publications of the working groups, maintaining
contacts with organisations in developing countries and monitoring the inter-
national Rio follow-up in the context of the UN system. The tasks of the
Secretariat are defined by the Steering Committee which advocates the posi-
tions and demands of the NGO Forum on Environment and Development
towards government and public.

A number of development NGOs are crucial actors when it comes to main-
taining the political impact of the Rio process (e.g. WEED — World Economy,
Environment and Development; Oro Verde; Bread for the World), but one

organisation (‘Germanwatch’) is somehow special in that is has been newly
founded.

New organisations: Gevmanwatch (bttp://www.gevmanwatch.org)

Germanwatch is a non-profit, non-partisan, non-governmental North-South
initiative founded by environmental and development activists after the Rio
summit 1992 explicitly to lobby and campaign for the Rio-follow-up.
Germanwatch works for the structural changes of global society necessary
to give southern countries the chance for self-determined development. It
argues that instead of claiming the wealth of the world for itself alone, reori-
entation in economics and ecology is necessary in the North so that people in
the North and in the South may enjoy a high level of well-being and dignity.
The work of Germanwatch includes public and media information, as well as
intensive dialogue with politicians and co-operation with business people,
including common initiatives for ecoefliciency with the winning sectors of
industry. It is engaged in sustainability education and training, providing easy
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to understand information; it goes into schools and other institutions, arranges
conferences, etc. Currently Germanwatch is under fierce criticism from NGOs
and trade unions for its all too close alliance with certain business groups.

The issues are: German and EU development policy, climate change, food
security and the socially and ecologically sound development of world trade.
Besides the national level work, a number of regional groups work with
autonomously set priorities. Germanwatch is funded by its members and
sponsors, and the organisation is not supported by government.

New campaigns: sustainable Germany

In 1995, the Catholic Church’s development organisation Misereor and the
Friends of the Earth Germany (BUND, Germany’s largest environmental
NGO) commissioned a study by the Wuppertal Institute for Climate,
Environment and Energy to answer the question of how Germany can become
sustainable (BUND/Misereor, 1996). The institute had already been in
charge of the framework study Towards Sustainable Europe, commissioned
by Friends of the Earth Europe (Spangenberg, 1995), which was the basis
for similar investigative and campaign efforts in 31 countries of Europe.

Misereor was founded in 1958 as a ‘Campaign against Hunger and Disease
in the World’ by the German Bishop’s Conference. Today, it is one of the
largest development NGOs. It offers co-operation, projects, advisory services
and financial aid to people in the South in need, irrespective of their race,
religion or nationality. In Germany their main activities are the promotion
of the ‘One-World-Vision’, awareness raising, and fund raising. Founded in
the 1920s, with 270,000 members and 2,800 local groups, today BUND
is the largest environmental NGO in Germany and since 1988 a member of
the Friends of the Earth International network.

The study deals with the question of how an industrial country can become
sustainable to save its natural resources for future generations. Therefore dates
have been identified and concrete targets proposed for the sustainable use
of resources. Furthermore the study presented ‘leszbilder’ — visions and advice
— for sustainable politics, economy and society (see Sachs ez al., 1998: 93).

The study was a bestseller, translated into three languages and, with 60,000
copies sold (plus more than 100,000 copies of the summary), became a focus
of public debate (including both critical voices and positive echoes), more
than 2,000 conferences and public events, hundreds of local and regional
projects, TV shows, and parliamentary debates. Even the conservative govern-
ment applauded but called the concepts ‘unrealistic’. It remains to be seen,
how former enthusiastic supporters, now in government, will pick up on
the concepts.

Within the last years, a number of studies and research projects carrying
the concept of sustainability a step further have been published by NGOs,
trade unions and academia, but with limited response from the government.
Several of them are mentioned in the references at the end of this chapter.
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For example, at the Wuppertal Institute scientists are analysing ‘Eco-efficient
Services’, ‘Sustainable Consumption’, ‘Indicators for Institutional Sustain-
ability’ and ‘Resource Management’.

In a common appeal, the Reformed Churches and the Catholic Church
have called for an integrated approach to social, economic and environmental
problems, with many detailed proposals (Evangelische Kirche Deutschland,
1997). The national Trade Union Confederation during its last general
assembly made the call for a ‘socio-environmental reform strategy’, a key
element of its political agenda (DGB, 1996).

The general framework of local authorities in Germany

In Germany, the municipalities (with the exemption of Berlin, Hamburg and
Bremen, which are Federal States themselves) are part of the Federal States.
As such they have to implement laws and measures, where regulation, being
the responsibility of the Federal States, has not been availed of at the state
level or where the specific tasks have been delegated to the municipalities.
In such cases the municipalities have both the constitutional right of self-
determination and financial authority. Municipal tasks are taken over on (1)
a voluntary basis (e.g. museums, theatres, parks, town halls), (2) a compulsory
basis without directives (e.g. schools), (3) a compulsory basis with directives
(where specific instruments or devices must be applied, e.g. municipal elec-
tions, social security) and (4) to fulfil state or government tasks such as police
(see also ICLEIL, 1996). So there is, theoretically, a great scope for develop-
ment beyond the sphere of energy, waste, sewage, transport, air quality, urban

planning and local economy advancement, topics of great importance for
Local Agenda 21.

Scope for policy development

Compared with the situation of, for example, British municipalities, German
municipalities have much scope for political and financial action. Five main
challenges of sustainable development are in focus, which, in connection with
the Local Agenda 21, are very important for local authorities. However, the
exploitation of these opportunities will always be an administrative and finan-
cial capacity problem for municipalities.

1 Municipal environment protection, planning, and education. Municipal
environment policy is, in contrast to other European countries like Great
Britain, but similar to the Netherlands or the Scandinavian countries,
deeply rooted in German municipalities. This area of responsibility can
be integrated in Local Agenda 21 processes and must be combined with
economic and social aspects.

2 Urban planning. The constitutionally guaranteed right of municipal
autonomy is also manifest in urban planning which is one of the main
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tasks of local authorities. It is a task over which both federal and state
government have only an indirect influence by developing framework
legislation. The ‘leithild’ of sustainable development must be embodied
in urban planning, and these tasks integrated in the Local Agenda 21
process.

3 Municipal economic support. To some degree the German municipalities
see themselves more and more as an economic location competing with
other municipalities in Europe. So municipal economic support becomes
more and more important (and therefore the Multilateral Agreement on
Investment was much opposed). Municipal economic support and the
right to fix some kinds of taxes (e.g. trade taxes) are opportunities to
exert much more influence on the municipal economic situation than is
the case in other European countries. But far too often economic inter-
ests are played off against ecological interests. It is the task of Local
Agenda 21 processes to prevent this.

4 Municipal foreign co-operation. Understood as exchange of views and
concrete support, this is an opportunity to live up to the global claim
of Local Agenda 21. By setting up partnerships with other municipali-
ties world-wide the German municipalities have to hand a good
instrument for foreign co-operation. Such co-operation is of course quite
under the pressure of financial restrictions, because the profit from such
co-operation is ethical and cultural, but not financial. A number of
German municipalities work together in a forum for North-South co-
operation (the so-called ‘Mainz Forum”), while others are active members
of the Towns and Development (T&D) initiative of the International
Union of Local Authorities (IULA).

5  Participation and public relations. On the one hand municipalities have
great freedom of decision in this area, if there is the political intention
to spend money for professional moderation. On the other hand the
people’s lack of interest in politics and decision-making restricts this
freedom (Valentin and Spangenberg, 1999).

The idea of a ‘leitbild’

The concept of a lesthild has been used in German comprehensive urban plan-
ning since the 1970s. In its actual meaning lesthild is an operational, but not
too detailed vision of how for example a city should be developed in the long-
term (compare the idea of ‘planning doctrine’ developed in the Netherlands).
The development of a leizbild is a subjective process of weighing different inter-
ests and has to be agreeable to all participants, because many different aspects
of municipal living are involved. A leizbild is an abstract vision which has to
be implemented by action plans. To evaluate the progress of the implementa-
tion of a lesthild indicators are often developed (BMBau, 1996a).

The National German Report to the Habitat conference in Istanbul in
1996 can be understood as proposing such a leizbild. Developed by the
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Federal Ministry for Regional Planning, Building and Urban Development
(BMBau 1996b), the report — as mentioned above — outlines five challenges
of urban development policies, i.e. sustainable resource utilisation, socially
compatible urban development, affordable housing for everybody, sustain-
able urban infrastructure and attractive cities.

The institutionalisation of Local Agenda 21 in German
municipalities

It is not easy to get the general idea of Agenda 21 on the municipal agenda
for implementation. There is no campaign or network on the federal level
where all information is collected; instead there are different networks, which
depend on the municipalities starting a Local Agenda 21 process getting in
contact with them. Since 1996 the networks have tried at regular intervals
to get to know how many local authorities have started a Local Agenda 21
process and what are the main topics and problems. However, most assess-
ments so far are based on the municipalities in contact with certain networks.
None of these inquiries can claim to be representative.

In 1997 the German Institute of Town Planning (Difu) carried out a poll
by sending packages of questions to the members of the Deutscher Stidtetag
(DST) - the German Association of Cities — which is possibly also not repre-
sentative, but provides a good overview of the main topics and implementation
problems of Local Agenda 21 in Germany. Of the 153 municipalities which
answered the questionnaire (out of a total of 17,000 in Germany), 75 per
cent claimed to support a Local Agenda 21 process. In 38 per cent of the
answering municipalities there was a declaration of the municipal council to
support the Local Agenda 21 process. Also the experiences of other German
networks, especially ICLEI, underline the need for a commitment by the
municipalities to support a Local Agenda 21 process. The content and degree
to which such declarations are morally obligatory vary, but none of them
are legally mandatory. So no reliable conclusions can be drawn from these
declarations about how seriously the political intention to support a Local
Agenda 21 is, and in particular to what degree the residents are involved in
participation. Therefore it is particularly difficult to find out much about the
quality of the Local Agenda 21 processes since, for practical reasons, for
the most part only the municipal administrations can be asked, and these
have a strong self-interest in presenting the municipality positively. NGOs
or individuals who participate in the process are not organised in a way that
they could serve as a source of information (see ICLEI, 1998).

According to Difu, in 59 municipalities extra staff were placed to co-
ordinate and moderate the process (both by means of hiring new staff or by
internal regrouping), and in 30 municipalities additional funds were allocated
— however, so far in Germany, as opposed to Sweden for example, no Federal
Government grants were available. In the majority of municipalities processes
are co-ordinated by civil servants working in the environmental sector.
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Sometimes the process is organised by the urban planning department. Rarely,
but in more and more cases, the municipal economic department is involved.
But the participation of social welfare offices seems to be on the decline. In
some cases a cross-departmental Agenda 21 office is established and placed
directly under the mayor to cope with the integrative claim of Local Agenda
21. Thus, it has become obvious that the traditional structure of adminis-
tration is not really suitable to co-ordinate a Local Agenda 21 process because
of its strictly separated spheres of responsibility and its hierarchical character.
Regarding the organisation of a Local Agenda 21 process (with the focus
here on environmental issues, as in the majority of cases), see Figure 6.1.

The issues of Local Agenda 21 in German municipalities

Since 1996 a dynamic movement in support of Local Agenda 21 has emerged
(Beuermann, 1997). The number of municipalities engaged in the Local
Agenda 21 process has risen from 12 in 1995 to over 50 in 1996, over 100 in
1997, 400-500 in 1998 and 900 in the spring of 1999. However, compared
with the total of about 17,000 municipal authorities in Germany, the
movement is still very small. Although, due to many non-governmental activi-
ties, a certain change of public consciousness can be observed, the ‘leitbild’ of
ecological sustainability has not been integrated into political decision-making.
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Figure 6.1 Main topics of the implementation-of Local Agenda 21 in Germany
Source: BMBau 1998:7
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The Difu survey of topics of policy-making showed that environmental
topics play the most important role in Local Agenda 21 processes. Most of
the German municipalities recognise Local Agenda 21 simply as a new envi-
ronmental programme. One of the main reasons is probably that public
opinion, the press and the federal government misunderstood the 1992
conference (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro as a summit simply on environment
and climate change.

Furthermore, the German Association of Cities (DST), one of the three
municipal umbrella organisations in Germany, also promotes the Local Agenda
21 through its guidelines as an environmental programme. Finally, German
municipalities concentrate their Local Agenda 21 activities on environmental
topics because they have established a long tradition and gone through many
experiences in municipal environment protection. To some degree, the same
holds true for North-South co-operation with twin cities all over the world.

Consequently, it is mainly environmental grassroots movements and some
development groups that initiate Local Agenda 21 processes. It is a wide-
spread experience that in the latter case economic and social aspects are
integrated more easily. On a few occasions churches have played an impor-
tant role in initiating a Local Agenda 21 process. Labour unions or business
associations, however, are almost never engaged in the process from the very
beginning. In this context much window-dressing occurs: in a number of
cities (with Hamm, Nord Rhein Westfalen, being a case in point) the admin-
istration created a Local Agenda 21 which does nothing but list many old
environmental projects mixed in with some new ones, including mandatory
tasks like waste collection, sorting and disposal. New methods for participa-
tion such as citizens’ councils, future workshops, open roundtables were not
considered necessary.

Next to environmental topics, urban planning, long considered an important
municipal task, is a very significant topic of German Local Agenda 21 processes.
Municipal economic support, education and municipal foreign aid, however,
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