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Executive Summary 

Overview of EU SDS and NSDSs in EU Member States 
 

• Sustainable Development (SD) strategies have been developed on the EU level as well 
as in most EU Member States (by 2008, 26 EU Member States were expected to have 
adopted a National Sustainable Development Strategy). 

• Compared to the first EU SDS (Gothenburg Strategy), the renewed EU SDS outlines a 
more comprehensive and strategic approach for SD governance on the EU level. 

• The renewed EU SDS acknowledges the importance of multi-level governance for 
delivering SD: Member States are addressed explicitly and extensively in the actions 
foreseen in the seven key challenges, the cross-cutting policies and in the 
implementation chapters; sub-national levels are addressed in general terms only. 

• Currently, revisions of NSDSs are ongoing or planned in 14 EU Member States, most 
of which were expected to be finished in 2008. The main reason for the revisions is to 
bring the NSDSs in line with the objectives of the renewed EU SDS. 

• In most EU Member States, the Ministries of Environment are responsible for the 
coordination of NSDS implementation. 

• Most NSDSs include 5-10 main thematic objectives, broken down into actions and 
measures. However, most NSDSs include rather general objectives and lack quantified 
and measurable targets. Many NSDSs also include regional and/or local issues in their 
objectives; however, governance issues are rarely addressed in the formulation of 
these objectives.  

• Most EU Member States have established institutionalised bodies that foster 
horizontal integration, i.e. they coordinate the activities of sectoral ministries with 
regard to concerted actions towards NSDS objectives. One can distinguish between 
inter-ministerial commissions/committees (composed only of representatives from all 
or majority of government ministries) and SD councils/commissions (composed of 
representatives from government ministries and stakeholder groups).  

• A majority of EU Member States has developed regular qualitative review and 
evaluation mechanisms. Progress reports are the most common form. Other forms of 
qualitative assessments are external evaluations (in Austria) and peer reviews (in 
France and the Netherlands). 

• Nevertheless, NSDS are rather weak policy strategies that in many EU Member States 
lack a comprehensive strategic public management approach – exemplified by, e.g. a 
lack of quantified and measurable objectives and targets; a varying degree of political 
commitment for SD, often depending on priorities of the political parties in power; no 
clear outline of vertical integration procedures (that would involve all political-
administrative levels); and shortcomings in implementation mechanisms and 
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distribution of associated responsibilities. Therefore, NSDSs currently have only a 
limited capacity to guide SD governance in particular and national governance 
processes in general. 

• In most EU Member States, sub-national levels are involved in the NSDS process. 
However, the degree of involvement varies substantially between Member States. 
Comprehensive coordination mechanisms and systematic involvement of sub-national 
levels (both in NSDS preparation and implementation) are the exception rather than 
the rule in most EU Member States. Therefore, vertical policy integration in NSDS 
processes is largely missing in EU Member States. 

 

Involvement of sub-national levels in NSDS processes 
 

• Generally, one can distinguish four types of involvement of sub-national levels in 
NSDS processes:  

o Sub-national levels are involved in the general consultation process as one 
among several stakeholder groups (Type I): Although most EU Member States 
involve sub-national levels in general consultation processes during NSDS 
preparation as a stakeholder group to some degree, only a minority of EU 
Member States has developed a more in-depth consultation and exchange 
process between the national and sub-national levels. Examples of the latter 
can be found in the Czech Republic (regional round tables), Denmark (direct 
dialogues with representatives from local municipalities), Spain (conference on 
SD, meeting between Minister of Environment and regional representatives) 
and UK (consultation packs for regional bodies and local authorities).  

o Representatives of sub-national levels (policy-makers or public 
administrators) participate in national SD councils/commissions or inter-
ministerial committees (Type II): Most EU Member States have established 
new national-level bodies or have charged already existing bodies (consisting 
of political representatives, public administrators, or both, and frequently also 
with the participation of representatives of other stakeholders) to deal with the 
challenges of cross-sectoral coordination associated with NSDS 
implementation. In several Member States, sub-national representatives are 
members of such bodies. Examples are Austria (Committee for a Sustainable 
Austria), Malta (National Commission for SD) and Slovenia (National Council 
for SD). 

o Institutionalised mechanisms are established for better coordination between 
the national and sub-national levels (Type III): Only a minority of EU Member 
States have established institutionalised mechanisms for better coordination, 
namely Austria (Expert Conference of national and regional SD coordinators), 
Finland (Sub-committee on regional and local SD), Germany (National-
regional working groups) and Italy (Technical Board on SD). 
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o Links between NSDS processes and independent sub-national SD activities 
(Type IV): There are several links between NSDS and independent sub-
national SD activities in the EU Member States, ranging from specific 
coordination (e.g. Austria, Germany), guidance documents (e.g. UK), and 
Local Agenda (LA) 21 processes (e.g. Czech Republic, France).  

 

Effects of examined mechanisms 
 
NSDS preparation 

• Mechanisms of involving sub-national levels in NSDS processes strongly depend on 
the prevailing ‘political culture’ of a country, mainly existing patterns of interaction 
between national and sub-national levels, but also between sectoral ministries. 
Therefore the processes of NSDS preparation often come in forms and utilising 
techniques that do not challenge established patterns of governance. 

• Various shortcomings in information provision prior to and following mechanisms for 
NSDS preparation are common, e.g. sub-national authorities are involved in the 
process of NSDS preparation at a late stage, accompanying documents for NSDS 
preparation are usually extensive and complex and not adjusted to the information 
needs of sub-national authorities, national ministries responsible for NSDS preparation 
present only insufficient information about the concrete role of sub-national 
authorities in the process, and there is a lack of feedback to sub-national authorities 
about the use of their inputs following the preparation process. 

• The forms (public hearings, workshops, submitting comments, round table etc.) and 
techniques (moderation techniques, visualisation techniques, delineation of ‘expertise’ 
and dealing with data etc.) utilised for involvement of sub-national authorities are 
usually not designed to target coordination of SD objectives across political-
administrative levels and associated administrative practices. 

• Although representatives of regions and local authorities (policy-makers and public 
administrators) are involved to a varying degree in the preparation of NSDSs (see 
above) their influence on the final NSDS document (including NSDS objectives) and 
its implementation mechanisms and provisions (such as responsibilities, laws and 
subsequent strategies, concrete actions, but also budgeting procedures, institutional 
arrangements, monitoring procedures, etc.)  is limited. 

 

National SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees 

• National SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees are important 
institutional bodies for NSDS implementation and cross-sectoral integration. They 
were specifically created to support the NSDS process and can act in a spectrum of 
functions, such as policy agenda setting, horizontal policy coordination and 
integration, conflict mediation, networking platform, monitoring and evaluation, 
facilitation of public engagement, forum for exchange of best practices etc. 
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• In most cases, the number of sub-national representatives in national SD 
councils/commission and inter-ministerial committees is small. 

• National SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees are not strong 
mechanisms for sub-national involvement in NSDS implementation (i.e. no direct 
influence of sub-national levels on concrete implementation measures). However, they 
created effects unintended by their original objectives, e.g. better information 
exchange between political levels, more informal cooperation with different national 
government representatives, spill-over effects on the regional level such as increase in 
awareness and political will, i.e. substantive learning (addressing cross-sectoral policy 
integration) and support for regional administrators to push SD. 

• Although several stakeholder groups are represented in national SD 
councils/commission and inter-ministerial committees, these institutional bodies could 
not improve cooperation among the stakeholders on SD issues in general: Firstly, 
these institutions focus on a national policy documents (NSDS) and the national SD 
process. Thus, the main exchange and cooperation activities are between national 
representatives and the stakeholder groups, not among the stakeholder groups 
themselves. Secondly, they are one of many platforms of exchange for stakeholders on 
SD issues, as is the case, e.g. in Austria.  

 

Institutionalised mechanisms for better coordination between national and sub-national 
levels: 

• These mechanisms (e.g. ‘Expert Conference of National and Regional SD 
Coordinators’ in Austria, ‘National-Regional Working Groups’ in Germany, 
‘Technical Board on SD’ in Italy, ‘Sub-committee on Regional and Local SD’ in 
Finland) are generally important platforms for coordination among public 
administrators from the national and sub-national levels on various policy issues. As 
policy coordination is particularly important in federal states because of the extended 
responsibilities of sub-national levels, they are more likely to be established in federal 
states.  

• The main difference to national SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial 
committees is that these institutionalised mechanisms serve exclusively the function of 
coordination and exchange between public administrators from the national and sub-
national levels. Moreover, the number of sub-national representatives in these 
institutional mechanisms for coordination is higher than in national SD 
councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees.  

• Although these institutional mechanisms are meant to coordinate policies, their main 
impact is on improved information exchange among the public administrators from 
the national and regional/local levels. Therefore, the regional public administrators 
could not specifically influence the general development and implementation of NSDS 
objectives through the institutionalised mechanisms.  
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• However, the examined institutional mechanisms fostered several important 
developments in SD governance: (a) through regular meetings, personal contacts and 
informal exchange on SD issues among public administrators from the national and 
regional level could be improved; (b) moreover, such as is the case of Finland, an 
increase of horizontal information exchange and coordination among sub-national 
authorities and between sub-national authorities and other stakeholders has also 
occurred; (c) the cooperation in the institutionalised mechanisms led to the 
development of common projects, e.g. development of SD indicators for the national 
and regional level in Germany or the competition on implementing environmental 
plans prepared in Finland; (d) regular exchange among the public administrators from 
the national and sub-national levels created more awareness of regional and local 
perspectives on SD issues, i.e. of sub-national levels as ‘landing place of SD’; and (e) 
the long-standing institutional mechanism in Austria (Expert Conference of SD 
Coordinators) fostered the idea of developing the first common strategy of the national 
and regional level in Europe. 

• Generally, institutional mechanisms could not achieve vertical integration in the 
NSDS processes: They have not created a strategic framework of responsibilities for 
implementing NSDS objectives across political levels. 

 

Links between NSDSs and sub-national SD activities 

• The study revealed several important features in the link between the NSDS processes 
and sub-national activities:  

o Regional SD strategies and similar programmes take NSDS documents into 
account, but are largely developed as bottom-up strategies reflecting regional 
circumstances. Due to the fact that coordination and cooperation mechanisms 
in most EU Member States have only limited impacts, the link between the 
NSDS processes and the regional SD strategies is weak.  

o In some EU Member States (e.g. Italy, Spain), the regions are more advanced 
in SD strategy development and implementation as compared to the national 
level. This is particularly the case when there are no NSDS implementation 
measures foreseen at the national level and the cooperation between the 
national and sub-national levels on SD issues is traditionally weak.  

o Sometimes, tensions exist between the national and regional levels regarding 
the implementation of SD objectives (e.g. in the UK). 

o SD strategy processes on the sub-national levels foster the cooperation 
between regional/local stakeholders and increase network-like governance 
structures.   

o Both regional and local authorities develop their own SD policy objectives. 
Our study shows that many sub-national authorities address energy policy and 
climate change issues and show considerable political commitment in their 
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implementation efforts (e.g. Denmark, UK). This focus on energy and climate 
policy, however, is more a result of the current importance of these topics 
rather than a result of the NSDS processes.  

• Although LA 21 is referred to in many NSDSs, the national level lacks effective tools 
to steer these bottom-up initiatives and, therefore, their relevance in NSDS processes 
and for NSDS implementation is rather limited. In most countries, the major role of 
LA 21 lies in fostering cooperation among different stakeholder groups and between 
local and regional public administrators (e.g. Germany, Italy).  

• Local Agenda 21 processes still exist in many countries, but their importance for SD 
policy-making on the local level is decreasing. There are two reasons for this 
development that at first glance seem contradictory but exist in parallel: As current 
challenges require more comprehensive approaches, more and more local authorities 
establish programmes and processes which reflect the integrated character of SD that 
are not referred to as LA 21. On the other hand, local authorities increasingly address 
specific environmental issues with clear objectives and targets, e.g. climate and energy 
policy. Therefore, the rather ‘soft focus’ of LA 21 on citizen participation seems to be 
replaced by efforts for policy integration and targeted sectoral approaches.  

 

 

 

Policy recommendations 

 

Mechanisms for involving sub-national levels in NSDS preparation and implementation in the 
EU Member States are limited and depend to a large part on existing patterns of interaction 
between national and sub-national levels. Therefore, it is necessary to establish a stronger 
interaction and cooperation between national and sub-national levels on governance issues 
in general and SD policy in particular. The importance of sub-national levels in NSDS 
processes mainly lies in their role and responsibility in implementing NSDS objectives. Our 
results show that public administrators from both, the national and sub-national levels would 
welcome a stronger cooperation between the different political-administrative levels on SD 
issues and the NSDS process. In this context, we would like to present several suggestions: 

• In order to increase the meaningful contribution of sub-national levels in NSDS 
preparation, at the national level it is necessary to (a) involve regional and local 
authorities at an earlier stage in NSDS preparation (i.e. before the main objectives are 
predefined); (b) design mechanisms and procedures for the process of NSDS 
preparation that involve regional and local authorities and ensure coordination of SD 
policy objectives across political-administrative levels; (c) distribute information to 
sub-national representatives that is suitable for their information needs; and (d) 
provide clear feedback to the sub-national levels on their contribution during the 
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preparatory process to increase trust and willingness to support the NSDS process at 
the sub-national levels.  

• The results of this report show that the particular and complex nature of SD policy-
making and NSDS processes (i.e. integration of various policy fields and political-
administrative systems, inclusion of stakeholders, etc), require formal and informal 
mechanisms of cooperation and exchange between national and sub-national 
authorities: On the one hand, formal mechanisms (e.g. national SD councils or 
commission, inter-ministerial committees) have an official character and a clear 
mandate for sub-national involvement in NSDS processes. On the other hand, 
informal mechanisms are increasingly important as they support network-like 
governance structures and informal exchange among national and sub-national actors 
(policy-makers and administrators) and possibly also non-public stakeholders. We 
suggest that mechanisms that create opportunities for repeated and, at least, partly 
informal interaction of a relatively stable group of persons (be it at the political level, 
administrative level or combined, and with or without the inclusion of non-public 
stakeholder representatives) foster the development of groups with shared values 
which can enable effective policy integration.  

• Sub-national representatives (either policy-makers or public administrators) should 
increasingly be involved in formal institutional mechanisms for exchange and 
cooperation in NSDS processes: Although in practice these mechanisms (i.e. national 
SD councils, inter-ministerial committees and institutionalised bodies for coordination 
between political-administrative levels) only rarely contribute directly to vertical 
policy integration, they serve other important functions related to the NSDS process: 
better information exchange between political levels, more informal cooperation with 
different national government representatives, spill-over effects on the regional level 
such as increase in awareness and political will,  i.e. substantive learning (addressing 
cross-sectoral policy integration) and support for regional administrators to push SD. 
Therefore, in the long-term, these mechanisms have a positive impact on SD 
governance. 

• However, in order to guarantee a meaningful involvement of sub-national 
authorities in these institutionalised mechanisms, it is necessary to establish certain 
provisions: (a) sub-national levels must be a major stakeholder and/or partner in these 
institutions and not only one stakeholder amongst many others; (b) the role of sub-
national levels must be clearly defined and communicated in order to enable full 
commitment of regional and local authorities and avoid wrong expectations; (c) 
enough space and time must be provided for the exchange between national and sub-
national authorities in important NSDS issues, particularly on NSDS implementation 
which concerns regions and local authorities the most; (d) these mechanisms need 
broadly accepted structures, must evolve over time, and enable formal and informal 
exchange; and (e) the involvement of sub-national authorities should be guaranteed 
within their resource capacities (e.g. budget, personnel, time). 
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• A better link between NSDS processes and sub-national SD activities should be 
established in the EU Member States: Firstly, it is important for NSDS processes to 
utilise bottom-up initiatives at the sub-national level that reflect regional 
circumstances and challenges and involve regional stakeholders. Secondly, 
experiences on the sub-national level with addressing SD issues ‘on the ground’ could 
provide meaningful insights for NSDS implementation. Finally, the objectives of SD 
strategies, programmes and initiatives on all political levels should be coordinated in 
order to achieve best results in SD policy-making.  

• Better integration of Local Agenda 21 initiatives and NSDS processes is preferable: 
LA 21 initiatives can make an important contribution to NSDS implementation 
(increase cooperation between stakeholders, foster ‘ownership’ of NSDS at the local 
level, increase learning and capacity-building for SD in general, etc). It is, therefore, 
advisable for the national governments to develop effective tools to steer LA 21 
initiatives in the context of the entire NSDS process. Moreover, to address the need for 
more comprehensive approaches at the local level, other programmes and processes 
which reflect the integrated character of SD and which are not referred to as LA 21 do 
exist (Brundtland towns, Healthy Cities, sustainable cities, sustainable community 
initiatives etc.). These also offer important potential contributions to the NSDS. 

• One of the most significant challenges of SD governance (and therefore of NSDS 
preparation and implementation) is to establish mechanisms for effective cross-
sectoral (horizontal) policy integration, both at the national and sub-national levels. 
Cross-sectoral policy integration goes beyond mere integration of environmental 
concerns into other policy sectors (i.e. ‘environmental policy integration’). In order to 
develop inter-linkages between the various policy sectors in a strategic manner and at 
every political-administrative level, the necessary prerequisites are high-level political 
commitment for SD as well as clear and strong institutional responsibilities for SD. 
We would suggest that the responsibility for SD be placed at a central and strategic 
position in the political-administrative hierarchy, e.g. at the Prime Minister’s Office 
(at the national level) and the department of regional first ministers or mayors (at the 
sub-national levels). 
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Introduction  

Since preparing for the UN Earth Summit 2002 in Johannesburg, the EU and an increasing 
number of EU Member States have developed and in the following years implemented SD 
strategies1. In general, sustainable development (SD) strategies outline important governance 
provisions for cross-sectoral policy-making. Over the years, several international institutions 
and experts have developed guidelines on how to prepare and implement SD strategies 
(OECD, 2001; Dalal-Clayton & Bass, 2002; UNDESA, 2004). However, as Meadowcroft 
(2007:155) points out, there are great differences in SD strategies in terms of   

• thematic scope: the range of economic, social and environmental issues included 
within an SD strategy; 

• administrative/legal character: the ministries and agencies responsible for developing 
and implementing the strategy, and its ultimate legal status; 

• intra- and inter-governmental co-ordination: the extent of consultation, coordination 
and cooperation across central government, and between central, regional and local 
governments; 

• participatory engagement: the degree to which business, NGOs and other civil society 
groups are involved in preparing and implementing the strategy; 

• goals and targets: the character of the objectives, and the range of the qualitative and 
quantitative goals; 

• monitoring, review and iteration: mechanisms for tracking progress, provisions for 
review, and for carrying forward the strategy process on a continuous basis; 

• political salience: the relevance of the strategy for ongoing political decision-making. 

Although most of these issues have been analysed in publications on developing and 
implementing SD strategies (European Commission, 2004; Swanson et al., 2004; Steurer & 
Martinuzzi, 2005; Meadowcroft, 2007; Steurer & Martinuzzi, 2007), the amount of published 
research is still not satisfactory at the moment. Making SD strategies in their capacity of 
overarching governance processes (and not as individual documents, bodies, indicator sets, 
initiatives or projects) the subject of social research requires dealing with significant 
methodological and practical considerations and that is perhaps one of the factors why there is 
so little existing research to be found. Were we to adopt the perspective of ‘strategic public 
management’ (Steurer, 2007) to look at the treatment of national SD strategies in literature, 
we would find that until now, out of the six identified aspects (common vision and strategic 
objectives, horizontal policy integration, vertical policy integration, implementation 
mechanisms, participation, monitoring and evaluation; see also Table 8) the lowest attention 
has been given to the aspect of vertical policy integration (notably Berger & Steurer, 2008; 

                                                 
1 Only a small number of current EU Member States had developed national SD strategies or similar documents 
before the period 2001-2002, namely Finland (Government Programme for Sustainable Development, 1998), 
Ireland (National SD Strategy, 1997), Luxembourg (National Plan on SD, 1999), Romania (National SD Strategy, 
1999) and the UK (first National SD Strategy, 1994).  
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OECD, 2006; Joas & Eckerberg, 2004; Lafferty & Narodoslawsky, 2004; Meadowcroft, 
2002). There has been no comprehensive study on the contributions and involvement of sub-
national levels in NSDS processes so far. Therefore, this report is the first substantive 
analysis of how regional and local authorities contribute to NSDSs in the EU Member 
States. 

Since the issues identified by Meadowcroft (see above) and how they are addressed in EU and 
national SD strategies (NSDSs) remains a crucial topic, we will address them in chapters 1 
and 2: the report contains an overview of the EU SDS (chapter 1) as well as an overview of 
NSDSs, their similarities and differences as well as an overview of the involvement of sub-
national levels in NSDS processes (chapter 2). Following this the report contains an in-depth 
analysis of eleven country case studies (chapter 3); and conclusions and a cross-case analysis 
(chapter 4). Moreover, the report includes extensive annexes, including NSDS country 
profiles of all EU Member States with detailed information on each country (Annex 1) and 
regional/local issues in NSDS objectives for a majority of EU Member States (Annex 6). 
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1. Overview of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy 

1.1 First EU Sustainable Development Strategy 

At the Gothenburg European Council meeting in June 2001, the Council members agreed 
on the first EU SDS. The Council Conclusions pointed out that the EU SDS completes the 
Union’s commitment for an economic and social renewal, adds an environmental dimension 
to the Lisbon Strategy and establishes a new approach to policy-making. Generally, the EU 
SDS is based “on the principle that the economic, social and environmental effects of all 
policies should be examined in a coordinated way and taken into account in decision-making” 
(European Council, 2001: para 22). 

Apart from measures for better policy coordination within the EU and an outline of review 
mechanisms, the EU SDS also addressed aspects of policy coordination at the level of the 
Member States: On the one hand, Member States are invited to draw up their own NSDS. On 
the other hand, the importance of stakeholder participation is highlighted and the 
establishment of appropriate national consultative processes are suggested.  

Moreover, the EU SDS outlines four priority areas: (1) combating climate change, (2) 
ensuring sustainable transport, (3) addressing threats to public health, and (4) managing 
natural resources more responsibly.  

In total, the EU SDS comprises 14 paragraphs on four and a half pages in the Gothenburg 
Council Conclusions. It offers an overview of some general SD issues, a policy-making 
approach and shortly outlines the priority areas. It does not include, however, quantified and 
measurable targets nor an implementation strategy. Although based on the Communication of 
the European Commission (2001), “A Sustainable Development for a Better World”, this 
more extensive document was only “welcomed” by the European Council.   

1.2 Renewed EU Sustainable Development Strategy 

After a public consultation process initiated in 2004, a review of the EU SDS by the European 
Commission (2005a), comments from stakeholder organisations and experts groups as well as 
several public hearings and informative events during the first half of 2006, the renewed EU 
SDS was adopted by the Brussels European Council on 15-16 June 2006. The Council 
Conclusions state that “while positive achievements have been made since the Gothenburg 
European Council, many challenges remain. The European Council therefore adopts an 
ambitious and comprehensive renewed EU Strategy for Sustainable Development” (European 
Council, 2006a:para 17).  

The renewed EU SDS “sets out a single, coherent strategy on how the EU will more 
effectively live up to its long-standing commitment to meet the challenges of sustainable 
development” (European Council, 2006b:para 4).  
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1.2.1 Introductory chapters 

Four introductory chapters outline the basic approach of the renewed EU SDS: 

First, four key objectives are identified: (i) environmental protection, (ii) social equity and 
cohesion, (iii) economic prosperity and (iv) meeting international responsibilities. These 
objectives comprise the three pillars of the sustainable development (SD) concept and add an 
international dimension. 

Second, ten policy guiding principles are outlined: (1) promotion and protection of 
fundamental rights, (2) solidarity within and between generations, (3) open and democratic 
society, (4) involvement of citizens, (5) involvement of businesses and social partners, (6) 
policy coherence and governance, (7) policy integration, (8) using best available knowledge, 
(9) precautionary principle, and (10) the  polluter pays principle. In the context of this report, 
the policy guiding principle on ‘policy coherence and governance’ is of major importance as 
it refers to multi-level governance in the context of SD: “Promote coherence between all 
European Union policies and coherence between local, regional, national and global actions in 
order to enhance their contribution to sustainable development” (European Council, 2006b:5).  

Third, the relation between the EU SDS and the Lisbon Strategy is defined: it is mentioned 
that both strategies complement each other. While the renewed EU SDS is mainly concerned 
with quality of life, intra- and inter-generational equity and coherence between all policy 
areas, the Lisbon Strategy focuses on increasing competitiveness and economic growth and 
enhancing job creation. It is also highlighted that both strategies recognise that “economic, 
social and environmental objectives can reinforce each other and they should therefore 
advance together” (European Council, 2006b:para 8).  

Fourth, the approach to better policy-making is set out:  in general, better policy-making 
should be based on (a) better regulation and (b) the integration of SD in policy-making on all 
government levels. This would require “all levels of government to support, and to cooperate 
with each other, taking into account the different institutional setting, cultures and specific 
circumstances in Member States” (European Council, 2006b:para 10). 

1.2.2 Key challenges 

The renewed EU SDS identifies seven key challenges with corresponding targets, operational 
objectives and actions. As chapter 2 of this report is concerned with NSDSs and the whole 
project with the role of sub-national levels in NSDS processes, we decided not to provide a 
comprehensive list of all objectives and actions of the key challenges, but concentrate on 
those actions that are related to the national and sub-national levels. References to regional 
or local issues are marked in italic.  

 

(1) Climate change and clean energy 

Overall objective: To limit climate change and its costs and negative effects to society and the 
environment. 
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National/sub-national level Action 

Member States2 Prioritising new actions to systematically exploit cost-
effective emission reduction options for cars and 
aviation. 

Member States Adopting and implementing an ambitious and realistic 
Action Plan on Energy Efficiency bearing in mind the 
EU energy saving potential of 20% by 2020, taking 
into account measures already implemented by 
Member States. 

Member States Promoting renewable energies in a cost-efficient 
manner, taking into account Member States’ specific 
characteristics and need for flexibility in developing 
their energy mix. 

Member States Promoting the use of biomass with a view to 
diversifying the EU's fuel supply sources, reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and offering new income 
and employment opportunities in rural areas by 
taking forward proposals in the Biomass Action Plan. 

Member States (only) Enhancing the efficiency of power stations in 
particular by further promoting the use of combined 
heat and power. 

Table 1. National and sub-national actions in EU SDS key challenge 1 

 

(2) Sustainable Transport 

Overall Objective: To ensure that our transport systems meet society’s economic, social and 
environmental needs whilst minimising their undesirable impacts on the economy, society and the 
environment. 

National/sub-national level Action 

Member States Taking measures to improve the economic and 
environmental performance of all modes of transport. 

Member States Improving energy efficiency in the transport sector by 
making use of cost-effective instruments. 

Member States Focusing on possible alternatives to road transport for 
freight and passengers including the appropriate 
development of the Trans-European Network. 

Member States Striving to make progress towards effective global 
solutions for the reduction of harmful impacts of 
international maritime and air traffic. 

Member States Developing a long-term and coherent EU fuel 

                                                 
2 “Member States” refers to actions which address the European Commission and the Member States; “Member 
States (only)” to those action that are directed solely towards the Member States and “Region/Local authorities 
(only)” when only the sub-national levels are addressed. 
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strategy. 

Local authorities (only) In line with the thematic strategy on the urban 
environment, local authorities should develop and 
implement urban transport plans and systems taking 
into account technical guidance provided by the 
Commission in 2006 and considering closer co-
operation between cities and surrounding regions. 

Table 2. National and sub-national actions in EU SDS key challenge 2 

 

(3) Sustainable Consumption and Production 

Overall Objective: To promote sustainable consumption and production patterns. 

National/sub-national level Action 

Member States  Exploring specific actions to bring about more 
sustainable consumption and production patterns at 
EU and global level. 

Member States Engaging in a dialogue with business and relevant 
stakeholders aiming at setting environmental and 
social performance targets for products and processes. 

Member States Developing a structured process to share best practice 
and expertise on Green Public Procurement (GPP) 
taking into account the potential to promote GPP at 
local and regional levels. 

Member States Stepping up efforts to promote and disseminate social 
and eco-innovations and environmental technologies, 
inter alia through effective implementation of the 
Environmental Technologies Action Plan (ETAP). 

Member States (only) Supporting information campaigns with retailers and 
other organisations to promote sustainable products. 

Table 3. National and sub-national actions in EU SDS key challenge 3 

 

(4) Conservation and Management of Natural Resources 

Overall Objective: To improve management and avoid overexploitation of natural resources, 
recognising the value of ecosystem services. 

National/sub-national level Action 

Member States Making further efforts in the field of agriculture and 
fisheries through new programmes for rural 
development, etc.  

Member States Building on the EU strategy on the sustainable use of 
natural resources. 
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Member States Working towards improving integrated water 
resources management, the marine environment and 
promoting integrated coastal zone management. 

Member States (only) Completing the Natura 2000 network. Particular 
attention should be paid to the need for improved 
implementation of both Natura 2000 and of species 
protection and management policies. 

Member States (only) Implementing the EU Biodiversity Strategy in both its 
EU and its global dimensions (Convention on 
Biological Diversity) and, in cooperation with the 
Commission, take measures to identify and implement 
priority actions to achieve the objective of halting the 
loss of biodiversity by 2010 and beyond. 

Table 4. National and sub-national actions in EU SDS key challenge 4 

 

(5) Public Health 

Overall objective: To promote good public health on equal conditions and improve protection 
against health threats 

National/sub-national level Action 

Member States Developing and strengthening capacities to respond to 
health threats in a co-ordinated manner. 

Member States Promoting better health and disease prevention by 
addressing health determinants across all relevant 
policies and activities. 

Member States Implement an EU Strategy to combat HIV/AIDS. 

Member States Increasing information on environmental pollution 
and adverse health impacts. 

Member States Giving special attention to vulnerable groups, in 
particular children. 

Member States Implementing the Transport Health and Environment 
Pan European Programme (THE PEP) through the 
integration of environmental and health aspects into 
transport policy decision-making, monitoring and 
impact assessment. 

Member States (only) Health policies should aim at creating and 
implementing strategies to help citizens to improve 
their well-being and their subjective perception of 
quality of life. 

Table 5. National and sub-national actions in EU SDS key challenge 5 

 

(6) Social inclusion, demography and migration 
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Overall Objective: To create a socially inclusive society by taking into account solidarity between 
and within generations and to secure and increase the quality of life of citizens as a precondition for 
lasting individual well-being. 

National/sub-national level Action 

Member States Taking the necessary measures to rapidly and 
significantly reduce child poverty and working 
towards giving all children equal opportunities. 

Member States Ensuring that social services contribute actively to 
social inclusion and cohesion. 

Member States Implementing the European Pact for Gender Equality 
agreed at the European Council in March 2006. 

Member States Continuing to develop an EU migration policy. 

Member States (only) Continuing to implement the European Pact for 
Youth. 

Member States (only) Modernising social protection systems and ensuring 
their sustainability. Member States should reduce 
public debt at a satisfactory pace, raising employment 
rates and productivity, as well as reforming health 
care and long-term care systems. 

Member States (only) Responding to the demographic challenges they face, 
notably by promoting active and healthy ageing 
strategies, the reconciliation of work and family life, 
better conditions for families, also taking into account 
the contribution of immigration. 

Member States (only) Analysing the possible implications of demographic 
change for land use and resource and energy 
consumption as well as mobility. 

Table 6. National and sub-national actions in EU SDS key challenge 6 

 

(7) Global poverty and sustainable development challenges 

Overall objective: To actively promote sustainable development worldwide and ensure that the 
European Union’s internal and external policies are consistent with global sustainable development 
and its international commitments. 

National/sub-national level Action 

Member States Implementing the EU strategies on Africa, Latin 
America and the Pacific. 

Member States Increasing efforts to make globalisation work for 
sustainable development by stepping up efforts to see 
that international trade and investment are used as a 
tool to achieve genuine global sustainable 
development. 
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Member States Cooperating to promote the EU position on 
transforming the UN Environment Programme 
(UNEP) into a UN specialised agency or United 
Nations Environment Organisation (UNEO). 

Table 7. National and sub-national actions in EU SDS key challenge 7 

 

As the tables above show, the EU Member States are addressed extensively in the actions that 
are foreseen in the seven key challenges. Members States are not only supposed to act in 
cooperation with the European Commission in the efforts to achieve the objectives, but should 
also develop their own activities. The sub-national level, however, is directly addressed only 
once for specific actions: In the key challenge ‘sustainable transport’, local authorities are 
invited to develop and implement urban transport plans and systems and, in so doing, consider 
a close cooperation between cities and surrounding regions.  

Apart from ‘sustainable transport’, another three key challenges include actions which refer to 
the regional and local levels. First, in ‘climate change and clean energy’, an increased use of 
biomass is expected to offer new income and employment opportunities in rural areas. 
Second, in ‘sustainable consumption and production’, sharing best practices on Green Public 
Procurement (GPP) should address the potentials for promoting GPP at the regional and local 
levels. Finally, in ‘conservation and management of natural resources’, reference is made to 
new programmes for rural development in the context of agriculture and fisheries as well as to 
completing the Natura 2000 network on regional or local biodiversity and habitats. 

1.2.3 Cross-cutting policies 

The renewed EU SDS also includes three cross-cutting policies that are aimed at contributing 
to the knowledge society: 

Education and training are defined as a “prerequisite for promoting changes and providing 
all citizens with the key competences needed to achieve sustainable development” (European 
Council, 2006b:para 14). High-quality education for SD at all levels of education should 
guarantee to reverse unsustainable trends in society in the future. Member States should 
develop education for SD and targeted training for professions in key sectors such as 
construction, energy and transport. Moreover, Member States should implement the UNECE 
Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development (adopted in Vilnius in March 2005).  

Research and development for SD should comprise short-term projects to support decision-
making and long-term projects to develop visionary concepts. Furthermore, the EU SDS 
points out that inter- and transdisciplinary approaches must be developed and the gap between 
science and policy-making must be bridged. A key role on the EU level is foreseen for the 7th 
Framework Programme for Research and Technological Development.  

Financing and economic instruments are outlined. This includes appropriate economic 
instruments to promote market transparency and to reflect real economic, social and 
environmental costs of products and services (‘getting prices right’ principle). Member States 
should (a) consider additional steps to shift taxation from labour towards resource and energy 
consumption, (b) contribute to the EU goals of increasing employment and (c) reducing 
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negative environmental impacts in a cost-effective way. Furthermore, it is mentioned that the 
Commission and the Member States should coordinate various EU funding strands (e.g. 
cohesion policy, rural development, European Fisheries Fund, etc) in order to promote SD in 
an optimum way. 

1.2.4 Implementation  

Two chapters of the renewed EU SDS refer to implementation issues: 

First, communication and stakeholder involvement should be addressed on all government 
levels. On the EU level, the Commission will include SD in its information, communication 
and awareness raising activities. Generally, stakeholder groups like business leaders, social 
partners and NGOs are invited to define together with policy-makers medium- and long-term 
SD issues. On top of that, civil society initiatives should increase ownership for SD. The 
national and sub-national levels are also invited to communicate SD accordingly. 
Acknowledging the important role of the local and regional levels in delivering SD and 
building up social capital, the EU SDS points out that the aim is “to build sustainable 
communities in urban and rural areas where citizens live and work and jointly create a high 
quality of life”. It is, furthermore, stated that Local Agenda 21 and similar processes with 
broad public participation should be strengthened. All municipalities and cities are also 
invited to sign and implement the Aalborg Commitments. Moreover, the Commission is 
invited to promote the ‘European Sustainable Cities & Towns Campaign’ to foster exchange 
of good practices and issue awards for the best sustainable development initiatives by regional 
and local authorities.   

Second, implementation, monitoring and follow-up issues are also presented in the renewed 
EU SDS, basically outlining the two-year governance cycle of the strategy. The European 
Commission is asked to submit every two years a progress report on the implementation of 
the EU SDS on the European and Member States levels, including a comprehensive set of SD 
indicators. The first EU SDS progress report was published by the Commission in October 
2007. On the basis of these progress reports, the European Council will every two years 
review progress and priorities of the EU SDS and decide at the latest in 2011 on a 
comprehensive review of the EU SDS. At its Brussels meeting in December 2007, the 
European Council pointed out that the seven key challenges remain fully valid and that the 
focus should be on effective implementation at all levels. Moreover, it is mentioned that there 
should be a closer link between the EU SDS and the NSDSs. For the next progress report in 
June 2009, the Commission is invited to present a road map that provides an overview of 
actions to be implemented with highest priority (European Council, 2007a).  

The Member States are also requested to submit progress reports every two years, starting 
with 2007, about the implementation of the EU SDS and their NSDSs. For this, each Member 
State appointed representative(s) acting as SDS Coordinators who met several times with 
Commission officials to discuss the progress reports and a reporting template. Generally, 
Member States that have not yet developed their first NSDS were encouraged to do so by 
June 2007 and all Member States should strengthen or set up a multi-stakeholder advisory 
council on SD.  
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1.2.5 Conclusions 

With the renewed EU SDS, the general policy approach of SD governance in the EU became 
more comprehensive and strategic. On the one hand, the renewed EU SDS includes more 
priority areas (or key challenges): To the ones already mentioned in the first EU SDS in 2001 
(climate change, sustainable transport, public health and natural resource management), three 
additional priorities have been identified, namely sustainable consumption and production, 
social inclusion and global poverty and sustainable development. On the other hand, policy 
guiding principles and strategic public management issues are clearly defined, i.e. budgetary 
issues, communication and participation as well as implementation, monitoring and review 
(two-year governance cycle). 

The renewed EU SDS acknowledges the importance of multi-level governance for delivering 
SD, i.e. the cooperation between different levels of government in order to deliver the strategy 
objectives. Whereas Member States are addressed explicitly and extensively in the actions 
foreseen in the seven key challenges, the cross-cutting policies and the implementation 
chapters, sub-national levels are addressed in general terms only. Therefore, regarding the 
inclusion of sub-national levels in delivering EU SDS objectives, much is left to the discretion 
of the Member States.  

 

1.3 First progress report to the EU Sustainable Development Strategy 
 

In October 2007, the European Commission released the first progress report on the 
implementation of the renewed EU SDS. The progress report is mainly based on the SD 
Indicator Monitoring Report by Eurostat and the progress reports of the individual Member 
States. The Commission argues that this “snapshot of the state of play” shows relatively 
modest progress on the ground (European Commission, 2007a). However, the development 
of policy initiatives on the EU and Member States level as well as the increasing convergence 
between different stakeholders on priorities are identified as positive signs for moving in the 
right direction. Generally, though, the review highlights that ensuring coherence across policy 
areas, i.e. horizontal integration, is a challenge at all levels of governance.  

In the following, we present general findings of the progress report and highlight those that 
are related to the Member States and/or sub-national levels. 

The assessment of progress regarding the seven key challenges focuses on the general 
objectives and actions undertaken at both EU and Member States level: 

• Climate change and clean energy: Progress towards reducing greenhouse gases has 
been achieved and projections indicate that the EU could reach its Kyoto targets. 
However, meeting the Kyoto target will require increased reliance on renewable 
energy resources. Important strategic guidance is given by the EU’s Integrated 
Climate Change and Energy Policy. Almost all Member States have adopted national 
climate change strategies, either as a separate strategy or included in national energy 
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policy strategies3. Continued efforts should be made in the application of the 
Emissions Trading Scheme, in promoting renewables and the sustainable use of 
biofuels as well as in developing climate change adaptation strategies and plans.  

• Sustainable transport: The progress report argues that “Europe is not yet on a 
sustainable transport path” (European Commission, 2007a:5). For instance, energy 
consumption by transport grew and a balanced shift towards environmentally friendly 
transport modes has not been achieved. Although some progress has been achieved 
(e.g. reducing pollutant emissions), further steps will be needed. On the Member 
States level, these include, e.g. promotion of technology for fuel efficiency and 
environmentally-friendly modes of transport, actions on urban mobility, 
methodologies for infrastructure charging. 

• Sustainable consumption and production: Progress was achieved in decoupling 
material consumption from economic growth, more companies report on 
environmental performance and an increasing number of sustainable products and 
services are on the market. However, the average material intensity in Europe is still 
high compared to other markets (e.g. Japan). In the Member States, several initiatives 
to stimulate corporate social responsibility (CSR) and green public procurement (GPP) 
have been developed and business innovation encouraged. Further action needed is the 
implementation of the Integrated Product Policy approach, further strengthening GPP 
and the revision of EMAS and Eco-label schemes. 

• Conservation and management of natural resources: Stability in areas such as 
resource efficiency, forestry and waste generation could be identified. The situation 
regarding water, air or soil is diverse and complex with complete data of all EU 
Member States often lacking. Great concern is detected in areas of biodiversity, e.g. 
trends in some fish stocks. Most Member States have made efforts to improve the 
management of renewable natural resources and actively implement various EU 
directives (e.g. on waste, air quality and water). Further actions should include, e.g. 
strengthening the integration of biodiversity impacts into policies and programmes, 
the completion of the NATURA 2000 network and the conservation of biodiversity and 
maintenance of ecosystems.  

• Public health: Several positive trends could be detected in Europe. However, health 
inequalities between social groups are considerably high in some countries. Many 
actions have been taken on the Member States or sub-national levels. Continuous 
actions are needed to curb the current increase in lifestyle-related diseases and to 
decrease health inequalities.  

• Social inclusion, demography and migration: Despite general progress, there are some 
worrying facts, e.g. 16 % of the EU population is at risk of poverty (children, single 
parents and the elderly are particularly vulnerable) and unemployment rates remain 
high in some Member States. All Member States developed strategies for social 

                                                 
3 In a recent ESDN Quarterly Report on strategic approaches to climate change in Europe, we counted 16 EU 
Member States which have adopted a climate change strategy, an action plan or a similar document (9 “old” and 
7 “new” Member States), see Berger et al. (2007). 
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protection and social inclusion for 2006-08, covering all three areas of this challenge. 
Further action is needed concerning responses towards demographic changes, lifelong 
learning strategies, effective labour market policies and modern social security 
systems. 

• Global poverty: Positive developments have been achieved in delivering the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). However, there is still pressure on 
environmental sustainability, particularly in key resources such as water, wood or 
arable land. Moreover, poverty remains one of the severest problems.  

The following issues are highlighted regarding progress in the cross-cutting policies:  

• Education and training: The policy framework for European actions is the Education 
and Training 2010 work programme through which Member States try to achieve 
common goals. Increasingly, Member States incorporate sustainable development 
issues in their education systems. 

• Research and development: Investments in R&D stagnated between 2000 and 2005 
(on average 1.9 % of GDP) and are far from the EU target of 3 % of GDP by 2010. 
The 7th Framework Programme tries to mobilise research for SD in Europe. In 2007, 
40 % of cooperative research actions called for research projects that are directly or 
indirectly related to the EU SDS challenges. Moreover, national research programmes 
in the Member States address the EU SDS key challenges, also in the perspective of 
the European Research Area. 

• Financing and economic instruments: A variety of market-based instruments (e.g. 
taxes and Emission Trading System) and policy-specific market incentives (e.g. 
financial support to R&D, innovation and demonstration) exist at the EU and Member 
State levels to support SD. In March 2007, the Commission adopted a Green Paper on 
market-based instruments for environmental and energy related policies and in 2008, 
the Commission began a review of the Energy Taxation Directive. The European 
Regional Development Fund and the Cohesion Fund include financial support for key 
challenges of the EU SDS, such as climate change and sustainable transport. 
Moreover, cohesion policy applies sustainable development governance principles like 
citizen participation and policy coherence at all levels of government. 

In terms of implementation aspects, the progress report states that at the EU and Member 
State levels, awareness-raising events and conferences on various EU SDS topics have been 
organised. Local Agenda 21 and the European Sustainable Cities & Towns Campaign are 
mentioned as positive examples of involving citizens and NGOs in the delivery and 
implementation processes 

Regarding monitoring and follow-up, several developments had occurred since the adoption 
of the renewed EU SDS: Each Member State has appointed one (in some cases two) SDS 
Coordinators in order to assist the Commission in putting together the progress report and 
exchange best practices among the Member States. The SDS Coordinators Group met twice in 
preparation for the 2007 progress report. Eurostat published a monitoring report with a 
comprehensive set of SD indicators to measure whether the strategy objectives have been met. 
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Finally, the Netherlands have undertaken a peer review in the process of revising their NSDS. 
Further peer reviews, based on a published handbook and co-financed by the Commission, are 
welcomed and expected. 

 

1.4 Lisbon Strategy and its relation to the EU Sustainable Development 
Strategy 
 

1.4.1 Lisbon Strategy 2000 
 
Faced with “a quantum shift resulting from globalisation and the challenges of a new 
knowledge-driven economy [which] require a radical transformation of the European 
economy” (Council of the EU, 2000:para 1), the European Council at its meeting in Lisbon in 
March 2000 adopted the strategic goal of the EU “to become the most competitive and 
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world” (ibid:para 5) by 2010. What has become 
widely known as ‘Lisbon Strategy’ initially aimed at  
 

• preparing the transition to a knowledge-based economy and society (better policies for 
the information society and R&D), 

• modernising the European social model, and 
• sustaining a healthy economic outlook and favourable growths perspectives. 

 
Environmental and/or SD issues were only mentioned three times and very generally in the 
Lisbon Council Conclusions: Firstly, it is argued that a knowledge-based economy will be 
capable of improving citizens’ quality of life and the environment. Secondly, the Council 
argued that information technologies can promote environmentally sound technologies. And 
thirdly, corporate social responsibility (CSR) is mentioned as the companies’ contribution to 
social and environmental issues.  
 
As regards the governance of the Lisbon process, the European Council in its spring meetings 
would take on a guiding and coordinating role to ensure coherence and monitoring of progress 
of the strategic goals. Due to the fact that economic and social policy largely fall under the 
responsibility of the Member States, the implementation of the Lisbon goals were to be 
facilitated by applying the new open method of coordination (OMC) in order to spread best 
practice and achieve greater convergence. The OMC was aimed to help Member States to 
develop their own policies and comprises the following aspects: 
 

• Fixing guidelines for the EU combined with specific timetables for achieving the 
goals; 

• Establishing quantitative and qualitative indicators and benchmarks against the best of 
the world and tailored to the needs of different Member States as a means of 
comparing best practice; 
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• Translating European guidelines into national and regional policies by setting targets 
and adopting measures; and 

• Periodic monitoring, evaluation and peer review organised as a mutual learning 
process. 

 
In March 2004, the European Council initiated an independent mid-term review of the Lisbon 
process. The review was undertaken by a High Level Group that was headed by the former 
Dutch Prime Minister, Wim Kok, and consisted of 13 members who represented different 
stakeholder views. The so-called ‘Kok Report’ observed a “disappointing delivery [which] is 
due to an overloaded agenda, poor coordination and conflicting priorities”, therefore, “better 
implementation is needed now to make up for lost time” (European Communities, 2004:6). 
The report suggested to develop national policies in each Member State, supported by a 
European-wide framework and to act in a more concerted way.  
 

1.4.2 Re-launch of Lisbon Strategy 2005 
 
Acknowledging the mixed results of the initial strategy, the European Council at its meeting 
in Brussels in March 2005 re-launched the Lisbon Strategy (Partnership for Growth and 
Employment) and re-focused the priorities on growth and employment. The three vital strands 
of the re-launch are: 
 

• Knowledge and innovation for growth; 
• Making Europe a more attractive place to invest and work; and 

• Creating more and better jobs. 
 
The main idea behind the re-launch was that “Europe must renew the basis of its 
competitiveness, increase its growth potential and its productivity and strengthen social 
cohesion, placing the main emphasis on knowledge, innovation and the optimisation of 
human capital” (European Council, 2005:para 5). Although the Council Conclusions point to 
the strategy’s three dimensions (i.e. economic, social and environmental), they did not outline 
an integrated policy approach based on the SD concept. The predominance of growth and 
employment issues is underlined by the lower significance of and very general reference to 
environmental issues: The Council conclusions very broadly mentioned five SD issues in the 
context of growth and employment, namely (1) eco-innovation and eco-technology, (2) 
sustainable management of natural resources, (3) energy efficiency, (4) biodiversity, and (5) 
sustainable production and consumption (European Council, 2005:para 19-20).   
 
With the aim to make “a bigger and more practical contribution to growth and employment” 
(European Council, 2005:para 38), a more streamlined and simplified governance process 
was introduced in 2005. Based on a three-year cycle, which started in 2005 and was renewed 
in 2008, the governance of the Lisbon Strategy includes the following steps: 
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• A set of ‘integrated guidelines for growth and jobs’ adopted by the Council which 
include broad economic policy guidelines (BEPGs) and employment guidelines 
(EGs); 

• On the basis of the ‘integrated guidelines’: 
o A ‘Community Lisbon Programme’ which sets out actions to be undertaken at 

the EU level, and 
o ‘National Reform Programmes’ (NRPs) which set out actions in the Member 

States in order to reach the Lisbon objectives; 
• Each Member States appoints a Lisbon national coordinator, often referred to as ‘Mr 

or Ms Lisbon’, who are often high-level politicians (e.g. ministers); 
• Member States have to submit annually a national report on the implementation of 

their NRPs; 
• The European Commission compiles a ‘strategic report’ (annual progress report on 

meeting the strategy’s objectives, including an assessment of achievements in the 
Member States) which is discussed at the annual spring Council meetings. 

 
In the following section, we describe some of the Lisbon governance tools in more detail: 
 
The ‘Integrated Guidelines for Growth and Jobs’ (European Communities, 2005) outline 
measures that the EU and the Member States should carry out in order to reach the Lisbon 
objectives in the period 2005-08. The ‘broad economic policy guidelines’ (BEPGs) are again 
sub-divided into macro- and micro-economic guidelines, the latter being particularly relevant 
for the Member States. The ‘employment guidelines’ (EGs) are also directed towards the 
Member States. In total, 24 integrated guidelines are presented in this document that was 
compiled by the European Commission. However, only one guideline is directly concerned 
SD and environmental issues: Guideline 11 aims “to encourage the sustainable use of 
resources and strengthen the synergies between environmental protection and growth” 
(European Communities, 2005:19-20).  
 
Based on the Integrated Guidelines, the European Commission (2005b) has published a 
‘Community Lisbon Programme’ in July 2005 in which it outlines macroeconomic measures 
on the EU level for the period 2005-08. Also based on the Integrated Guidelines, each 
Member State developed a National Reform Programme (NRP) by October 2005, covering 
the period 2005-08 (all NRPs can be found by following this link). Generally, NRPs vary 
considerably across Member States, for instance regarding the formulation of targets. While 
some Member States have tried to integrate EU and national priorities in a set of often 
quantitative and timed objectives, others are less comprehensive. Additionally, while some 
NRPs clearly describe the content and form of policy measures addressing the objectives, this 
information is often lacking in other NRPs (Steurer et al., 2008) Moreover, the Member 
States produce annual reports on the implementation of their NRPs. So far, national 
implementation reports by each Member State have been published in 2006 and 2007.  
 
The European Commission assesses annually the achievements of each Member States. In 
2006 and 2007, the Commission also issued country specific recommendations for each 
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Member State. The Commission then summarises general progress towards the Lisbon 
objectives in ‘strategic reports’. In the latest strategic report of December 2007, the 
Commission argued that “although there is a broad consensus on what needs to be done, the 
pace of delivery has been uneven. All Member States have implemented substantive reforms 
since 2005, but some have responded more robustly to the challenge than others. Some sign 
of ‘reform fatigue’ have become apparent over the last twelve months” (European 
Commission, 2007c:6).  
 
The European Council in March 2006 agreed on four priority areas of the Lisbon process 
(European Council, 2006b:para 16): 
 

• Investing more in knowledge and innovation; 
• Unlocking business potential, especially of small- and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs); 
• Increasing employment opportunities for priority categories (i.e. young people, 

women, older workers, persons with disabilities as well as legal migrants and 
minorities); and 

• Energy policy for Europe. 
 
In the spring European Council meeting in March 2007, a comprehensive energy action plan, 
‘Energy Policy for Europe’ (EPE), was adopted for the period 2007-09. It includes the often 
quoted "20-20-20" objectives, i.e. (i) a 20 % reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 
compared to 1990, (ii) saving 20 % of the EU's energy consumption compared to projections 
for 2020, and (iii) a 20 % share of renewable energies in overall EU energy consumption by 
2020 (European Council, 2007b). A renewed energy action plan will be adopted by the 
European Council in 2010.  
 
The second three-year cycle was renewed at the March 2008 European Council. The Council 
confirmed that the Integrated Guidelines will remain valid for the period 2008-10 and 
reconfirmed the four priority areas agreed in the spring 2006 Council meeting. Moreover, it 
was decided that Member States should develop action plans that set out detailed and concrete 
measures on how to reach the Lisbon objectives (European Council, 2008:para 4-5).  
 
Finally, the European Commission published the new ‘Community Action Programme’ for 
2008-10 that presented ten key objectives which are based on the Integrated Guidelines and 
rest on the four priority areas.  In the context of SD, the only key objectives 8 (on climate 
change and energy) and objective 9 (on sustainable production and consumption) are of 
particular relevance (European Commission, 2007b). The importance of environmental 
protection, “particularly in connection with the Kyoto Protocol on climate change” has also 
been acknowledge by the EU Committee of the Regions in its Draft Outlook Opinion on The 
Lisbon Growth and Jobs Strategy (2008c:28) 
 
On the ‘growth and jobs’ website of the European Commission, it is argued that the various 
objectives and areas of actions of the Lisbon Strategy have been streamlined in order to have 
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quantified main targets and simplified processes. The main targets are (a) investing 3 % of 
Europe’s GDP in R&D by 2010, (b) achieving an employment rate of 70 % by 2010, and (c) 
reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 20 % in 2020.  
 
The current Lisbon Strategy will end in 2010 and this fact as well as the post-2010 period are 
addressed by the European Council in its March 2008 Conclusions: “The European Council 
furthermore stresses that a continued EU-level commitment to structural reforms and 
sustainable development and social cohesion will be necessary after 2010 in order to lock in 
the progress achieved by the renewed Lisbon Strategy for growth and jobs. The European 
Council therefore invites the Commission, the Council and the National Lisbon coordinators 
to start reflecting on the future of the Lisbon Strategy in the post-2010 period.” (European 
Council, 2008: para 6) 
 

1.4.3 Similarities and differences between the Lisbon Strategy and EU Sustainable 
Development Strategy processes 
 
Table 8 below shows an overview of important similarities and differences between the 
Lisbon and the renewed EU SDS processes (Berger, 2008): 

 
 
 Re-launched  

Lisbon Process 
Renewed EU SDS Process 

Main EU strategy Re-launched Lisbon Strategy (2005) Renewed EU SDS (2006) 

European Council 
discussion 

March Council December Council 

Responsible unit at 
European Commission 

Secretariat-General Secretariat-General 

National strategy 
documents 

National Reform Programmes (NRPs), mid-
term strategies – strong link to Lisbon 
Strategy (top-down genesis)  

National SD Strategies (NSDSs), long-term 
strategies – weak link to renewed EU SDS 
(most NSDSs were developed before the EU 
SDS) 

Orientation Aims to improve competitiveness and 
achieve economic growth and increased 
employment in Europe in the medium- to 
short-term. 

Aims to achieve SD, quality of life and well-
being in Europe in the long-term.  

Major objectives/priority 
areas (incl. SD issues) 

3 main strands (2005) 

• Knowledge and innovation for 
growth 

• Making Europe a more attractive 
place to invest/work 

• Creating more and better jobs 
4 priority areas (2006) 

• Investing more in knowledge and 
innovation 

• Unlocking business potential 

• Increasing employment 
opportunities for priority categories 

• Energy policy/climate change 
Several SD issues broadly referred to in re-
launched Lisbon Strategy: 

7 key challenges (2006): 

• Climate change and clean energy 
• Sustainable transport 

• Sustainable production and 
consumption 

• Conservation and management of 
natural resources 

• Public health 

• Social inclusion, demography and 
migration 

• Global poverty and SD challenges 
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• Eco-innovation and eco-technology 

• Natural resources 
• Energy efficiency 

• Biodiversity  
• Sustainable production and 

consumption 

Horizontal policy 
integration 

Focus on economic and employment 
trajectories and policies; no ambitious 
environmental objectives. No integrated 
strategy approach in accordance with SD. 

Aims to balance economic, social and 
environmental objectives, with an emphasis 
on the latter two. No clarification of 
relationship between economic growth and 
SD.  

Vertical policy 
integration – genesis of 
process 

Top-down genesis: Lisbon Strategy was 
adopted first, NRPs in Member States 
followed (based on ‘integrated guidelines’ to 
guarantee common goals). 

Bottom-up genesis: Most NSDSs preceded 
the renewed EU SDS of 2006; revised NSDSs 
from 2006 onwards will be brought in line 
with EU SDS objectives. 

Coordination between 
EU & Member States 

Group of Member States coordinators 
(Lisbon coordinators) chaired by Secretariat-
General. 

Group of Member States coordinators (SDS 
Coordinators Group) chaired by Secretariat-
General. 

Governance type Ideal-type OMC from the beginning; 
country-specific recommendations and 
‘points to watch’ for each Member State, 
paired with annual visits of Commission 
representatives to each Member State; high-
level committees in European Commission 
(e.g. Economic Policy Committee, Social 
Protection Committee). 

Increasingly develops into ‘light form’ of 
OMC (progress reports, indicators, peer 
reviews, etc); however, no high-level 
committees in European Commission (e.g. no 
SD or environmental policy committee); no 
country-specific recommendations and visits 
to Member States. 

Governance cycle 3 years 2 years 

Progress reporting period 
on EU and Member 
States level 

Annual (‘Lisbon package’) Bi-annual 

Responsible ministry at 
the national level (most 
often) 

Ministry of Economic Affairs Ministry of Environment 

Update/review of strategy 2010 2009 (review) & 2011 (possibly 
comprehensive review) 
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2. Overview of National Sustainable Development Strategies 
 

2.1 Methodological approach 

In this chapter, we provide a comparative overview of similarities and differences of NSDSs 
in all 27 EU Member States, based on the main characteristics of SD governance as strategic 
public management (Steurer, 2007). We have operationalised the concept of strategic public 
management for NSDSs which is outlined in Table 1 below: 

 

Principle Operationalisation and description 

(1)  

Common vision and 
strategic objectives 

• An NSDS should outline major objectives and define a common long-
term vision for SD. 

• NSDS objectives should be operationalised with strategic objectives that 
are quantified and measurable. 

(2)  

Horizontal integration 

• The integration of economic, environmental and social issues should be 
taken into account 

o In the SD Strategy document (e.g. by highlighting links and trade-
offs between the three dimensions of SD);   

o In the governance of the SD Strategy (e.g. by establishing inter-
ministerial bodies that are responsible for implementing the SDS).  

(3) 

Vertical integration 

• An SD Strategy should make sure that its vision and objectives are 
implemented at several levels of government ([EU], national/federal, 
regional, local) in an integrated/coordinated way. 

(4)  

Participation 

• Different stakeholder groups should be involved in the development and 
implementation of an SD Strategy  

• Participatory activities can be arranged as permanent councils for SD, ad-
hoc stakeholder dialogues, informative/consultative internet actions, etc.  

(5)  

Implementation 
mechanisms and 
capacity-building 

• The objectives of an SD Strategy should be addressed with  

o Provisions and mechanisms of implementation (budgeting, annual 
or bi-annual work/action plans) in which political responsibilities 
are clearly defined; 

o Adequate institutional and/or personal capacities or capacity 
building activities that are necessary to achieve the objectives  

(6)  

Monitoring, evaluation 
(quantitative and/or 

qualitative) and strategy 
renewal 

• The effectiveness of an SD Strategy in achieving its objectives should be  

o Monitored continuously with a set of SD indicators (mostly 
quantitatively) and  

o Reviewed/evaluated in regular intervals (mostly qualitatively). 
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• Monitoring and reviewing results/reports should be considered in the 
continuous adjustment and the cyclical renewal of an SD Strategy so that 
evidence-based policy learning takes place 

Table 8. Concept of strategic public management for comparing NSDSs 

 

The chapters below include comparisons on all principles of strategic public management. A 
separate and longer chapter investigates the involvement of sub-national levels in the 
preparation and implementation of NSDSs. Separate NSDS country profiles for all EU 
Member States can be found in Annex 1.  

The information presented in this chapter is based on several sources:  

First, general information for most topics in the NSDS country profiles was gathered from the 
European Sustainable Development Network (ESDN) website that is maintained by the 
Vienna-based Research Institute for Managing Sustainability (RIMAS). Besides regular 
updates by ESDN members, the ESDN website includes background information from 
secondary resources (Eurostat, 2007; OECD, 2006; Niestroy, 2005; European Commission, 
2004; Swanson et al., 2004).  

Second, information on the involvement of sub-national levels in NSDS processes and on 
implementation measures was collected through qualitative telephone interviews with NSDS 
coordinators of the EU Member States. In total, 23 telephone interviews were undertaken 
between 25 February and 17 March 20084. The list of interview partners can be found in 
Annex 2. The telephone interviews were based on a semi-structured interview guide that can 
be found in Annex 3.  

Third, the national progress reports on implementing the EU SDS of all EU Member States 
were scanned for updated information on general issues of NSDS processes. The national 
progress reports can be accessed via the European Commission’s website on SD5.   

Fourth, the information provided in Annex 4 on the inclusion of regional and/or local issues in 
the objectives of NSDSs was taken from a study on national sets of structural and SD 
indicators, commissioned by Eurostat (Eurostat, 2007). RIMAS was part of the consortium 
that undertook the study and developed a database of SD objectives and indicators. The study 
includes only those NSDSs that were developed before 2007 and were available in English. In 
total, 18 NSDSs of EU Member States were analysed in the study6. 

 

2.2. Similarities and differences of national SD strategies 
 

                                                 
4 Although contacted several times via email and telephone, no interviews could be undertaken with NSDS 
coordinators from Bulgaria, Hungary, Portugal and Romania.  
5 URL: http://ec.europa.eu/sustainable/news/index_en.htm#report_2007_en. 
6 There was no reference to regional and/or local issues in the objectives of the Dutch NSDS. Therefore, 17 EU 
Member States are covered in this study. 
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2.2.1 Basic information on national SD strategies 

 

Table 9 below shows the state of NSDS adoption in the 27 EU Member States (status as of 
March 2008, based on interviews with NSDS coordinators). 

 

Country NSDS adoption Responsible ministry Revision 

Austria 2002 Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, 
Environment and Water 
Management 

No revision planned; 
Common SD Strategy of 
national and regional 
level was expected in 
October 2008 

Belgium 2004 (second Federal 
Plan for SD) 

Inter-departmental Commission for 
SD; Federal Public Planning 
Service for SD; Federal Planning 
Bureau 

Next Federal Plan 
expected in September 
2008; NSDS planned 

Bulgaria Not yet adopted, draft 
available7 

Ministry for Economy and Energy --- 

Cyprus 2007 Ministry of Agriculture, Natural 
Resources and Environment 

No revision planned 

Czech Republic 2004 Government Council for SD at 
Ministry of Environment 

Revision planned for 
November 2009 

Denmark 2002 Ministry of Environment Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
in May 2008 

Estonia 2005 Ministry of Environment No revision planned 

Finland 2006 (revised NSDS) Ministry of Environment No revision planned 

France 2006 (revised NSDS) Ministry of Ecology and SD Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
later in 2008 

Germany 2002 Federal Chancellery No revision planned 

Greece 2002 Ministry of Environment, Physical 
Planning and Public Works 

Revision ongoing until 
summer 2008 

Hungary Not yet adopted8 National Development Agency & 
Ministry of Environment and 
Water Management 

--- 

Ireland 1997 Department of Environment, 
Heritage and Local Government 

Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
later in 2008 

Italy 2002 Ministry of Environment, Land 
and Sea 

Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
later in 2008 

Latvia 2002 Ministry of Environment Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 

                                                 
7 Based on information from 2007. No interview with a representative from Bulgaria could be undertaken for this 
study.  
8 Based on information from 2007. No interview with a representative from Hungary could be undertaken for this 
study. 
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later in 2008 

Lithuania 2003 Ministry of Environment Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
in spring 2008 

Luxembourg 1999 Ministry of Environment Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
later in 2008 

Malta 2007 Office of Prime Minister No revision planned 

Netherlands No NSDS Ministry of Housing, Spatial 
Planning and Environment 

‘Strategic approach of 
SD’ currently developed 
by Government 

Poland 2000 Ministry of Environment Revision planned; no 
timetable set 

Portugal 2006 Ministry of Environment, Spatial 
Planning and Regional 
Development 

No revision planned9 

Romania 1999 Ministry of Environment and SD Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
in mid-September 200810 

Slovakia 2001 Government Office Revision planned for 
2010 

Slovenia 2005 Government Office for Growth Revision ongoing; 
renewed NSDS expected 
later in 2008 

Spain 2007 Ministry of Environment No revision planned 

Sweden 2006 (revised NSDS) Ministry of Environment No revision planned 

UK 2005 (revised NSDS) Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs 

No revision planned 

Table 9. Adopted NSDS in the EU-27 

 

Currently, 24 EU Member States have adopted an NSDS and are in the process of 
implementation. On the basis of available information, two countries are at the moment 
preparing their first NSDS (Bulgaria and Hungary) which should be adopted in both cases in 
the first half of 2008.  Therefore, one can assume that 26 EU Member States will have 
adopted NSDSs by 2008. The only exception is the Netherlands: Based on recommendations 
of the peer review of their previous Action Programme, ‘Sustainable Action’ (approved in 
2003, running time finished), the Netherlands decided not to prepare a separate NSDS 
document, but to develop a “strategic approach for SD”. The Dutch Government intends to 
make SD part of the whole policy process and issued a ‘Letter to the Parliament’ for further 
discussion. Several topics which are associated with NSDS processes are included in this 
approach (i.e. annual SD report, monitoring, national stakeholder dialogue, etc.).  

                                                 
9 Based on information from 2007. No interview with a representative from Portugal could be undertaken for this 
research study.  
10 We received information about the status of developing a renewed NSDS in Romania from the Ministry of 
Environment and Sustainable Development in September 2008. 
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Most EU Member States adopted their NSDSs between 2000 and 2007. Only five current 
EU Member States adopted NSDSs or similar documents in the 1990s, namely Finland 
(Government Programme for Sustainable Development, 1998), Ireland (National SD Strategy, 
1997), Luxembourg (National Plan on SD, 1999), Romania (National SD Strategy, 1999) and 
the UK (first National SD Strategy, 1994). 

Five countries have revised their NSDS: Belgium, Finland and France have so far made one 
revision; the UK has made two revisions and Sweden three. Currently, revisions of the NSDS 
are ongoing or planned in 14 EU Member States, most of which are expected to be finished 
in 2008. Apart from a general update of the NSDSs, the main reason for the high number of 
revisions is to bring the NSDSs in line with the objectives of the renewed EU SDS. Therefore, 
the revisions must be seen in the context of paragraph 40 of the renewed EU SDS which 
states that “future reviews [i.e. revisions] of NSDS should be undertaken in the light of the 
revised EU SDS, to ensure consistency, coherence and mutual supportiveness, bearing in 
mind specific circumstances in the Member States” (European Council, 2006a:para 40). 

In most EU Member States, the Ministries of Environment are responsible for the 
coordination of the NSDS implementation. In four Member States, the responsibility lies 
with the Government Office, Prime Minister’s Office or Federal Chancellery (Germany, 
Malta, Slovakia and Slovenia). The latter seems to respond better to the requirements of SD: 
As SD has a cross-cutting nature, it is generally beneficial to coordinate the entire NSDS 
process in a cross-sectoral body rather than in a sectoral ministry. Moreover, as Ministries of 
Environment are often not the strongest ministry in a government (in terms of budget, 
resources, influence, etc.), locating responsibilities at the Government Offices creates a 
stronger reference to SD as guiding principle of government. 

 

 

2.2.2 Main objectives of national SD strategies 
 

Most EU Member States include 5-10 main thematic objectives in their NSDSs, covering the 
three pillars of SD:  

• Environmental (e.g. nature protection, biodiversity, climate change and energy, 
transport, water, etc), 

• Social (e.g. employment, poverty, public health, education, etc) and 

• Economic issues (e.g. economic growth, efficient resource use, research & 
development, sustainable production and consumption, etc). 

Moreover, many NSDSs include ‘international responsibility’ as one of the main objectives. 
Some Member States refer to the protection of cultural heritage (Estonia, Poland). The Czech 
Republic is the only Member State that includes ‘good governance’ as a main objective. 
Latvia and Lithuania do not include thematic objectives, but formulate objectives along 16 
sectors respectively.  
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In all EU Member States, the main objectives are further broken down into actions and 
measures. As the study undertaken for Eurostat (Eurostat, 2007; Hametner & Steurer, 2007) 
reveals, the total number of objectives/action/measures in NSDSs ranges from 32 (Estonia) to 
610 (Lithuania). While most NSDSs include very vague objectives, like “welfare must be 
protected, strengthened and extended” or “strengthening EU environmental regulation”, only 
a minority include objectives that are specific, measurable and timed, e.g. “in 2005, the aim 
is to cut CO2 emissions from energy consumption by 20 % compared to the 1988 level” or 
“achieve the target that 10 % of the agricultural area is to be converted to ecological farming 
by 2012”. Generally, in order to monitor whether the NSDS objectives have been achieved, it 
is important to have clear and measurable objectives (see chapters on ‘review and evaluation’ 
and ‘indicators and monitoring’ below).  

The Eurostat study also looked into how the seven key challenges of the EU SDS are 
reflected in the NSDS objectives of EU Member States. From the 18 NSDSs covered in the 
study, 12 address all seven key challenges although to various degrees. Five EU Member 
States (Denmark, Finland, Czech Republic, France and Belgium) stand out as they address six 
out of seven key challenges to a high or medium degree. The reason for the strong coherence 
of Finland and France is that both renewed their NSDSs after the EU SDS was adopted by the 
European Council (Hametner & Steurer, 2007).  

From 18 NSDSs of EU Member States included in the recent study commissioned by Eurostat 
(Eurostat, 2007), 17 include regional and/or local issues in their objectives. Information on 
each of the 17 NSDSs can be found in Annex 3. Most of these 17 NSDSs refer to very 
detailed and country-specific regional/local issues: They define extensive objectives, targets 
and measures related to sub-national levels; many refer to promoting LA 21 processes. 
However, they rarely address governance issues in the formulation of the objectives, e.g. 
responsible level for implementation, capacity and resources to implement the objectives, 
coordination between the different political levels, etc. Exceptions are: 

• Czech Republic: The objective ‘good governance’ addresses a number of sub-national 
governance issue, e.g. support of framework conditions that help regions to optimise 
the use of their own resources, creating conditions for including SD into regional 
development policies and reinforcing the position of self-governing regions in the 
state budget system. 

• Finland: The objective ‘sustainable communities in a sustainable regional structure’ 
refers to multi-level governance issues in transport planning and public transport 
systems. 

• Malta: Strengthening the capacity of local councils to support and encourage public 
participation in decision-making is included in the objective ‘fostering sustainable 
communities’. 

• Slovakia: Decentralisation of decision-making, subsidiarity and greater independence 
of regional and local budgets are addressed in the objective ‘achieving sustainable 
development of settlements and regions’. 
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• Sweden: The objective ‘participation in the NSDS implementation’ refers to a series 
of local conferences between 2006-09 to encourage sub-national activities and 
address strategic challenges.  

• UK: Guidance and toolkits to support local authorities in preparing Sustainable 
Community Strategies is mentioned in the objective ‘sustainable communities’. 

 

2.2.3 Mechanisms for horizontal policy integration 
 

Horizontal or cross-sectoral policy integration is at the heart of SD policy-making: To 
integrate economic, social and environmental issues in the various policy sectors is the main 
goal of the SD concept, but also one of its major challenges. Although there are various policy 
and assessment tools that foster horizontal integration – like plans, programmes or 
sustainability impact assessment (Berger, 2007; Volkery & Jacob, 2006; George, 2002) – we 
focus in this report on institutionalised mechanisms.  

Most EU Member States have established institutional bodies (i.e. inter-ministerial 
commission/committees, SD councils, SD commissions) that foster horizontal or cross-
sectoral policy integration (only Denmark, Hungary, Poland and Sweden currently have no 
such institutions for horizontal integration in place). These bodies have the objective to 
coordinate the different sectoral ministries and their policies with regard to concerted 
actions towards the objectives of the NSDSs.  

Institutional bodies for horizontal or cross-sectoral integration are often chaired by a minister 
or even the prime minister. The following distinction can be made regarding the members of 
these bodies:  

Inter-ministerial commissions or committees are usually made up of 
ministers/representatives of all or most other government ministries. 13 Member States have 
such inter-ministerial coordination bodies in place. Examples are: 

• Inter-departmental Commission for SD in Belgium: Chaired by the Minister for 
Climate and Energy, includes representatives from all government ministries (plus 
representatives from sub-national authorities). 

• Committee of the State Secretary for SD (‘Green Cabinet’) in Germany: The Green 
Cabinet consists of state secretaries from nine government ministries. It is chaired by a 
representative of the Federal Chancellery, the main coordinating institution for the 
NSDS process in Germany. 

• Inter-ministerial Committee for SD (CIDD) in France: The Committee is chaired by 
the Prime Minister and is composed of representatives from government ministries. 

SD councils or commissions mostly include, beside the ministerial representatives, also 
representatives from different stakeholder groups that are important for NSDS 
implementation, e.g. business community, NGOs, academia, sub-national authorities. 10 
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Member States have established SD councils/commissions that are responsible for horizontal 
integration. Examples are: 

• ‘Committee for a Sustainable Austria’: This body includes representatives of the 
government ministries, social partners (i.e. chamber of commerce, trade unions, etc) 
and the regions.  

• Government Council for SD in the Czech Republic: Chaired by the Deputy Prime 
Minister, this Council is composed of representatives from government institutions, 
local authorities and major civil society groups.  

• Finnish National Commission on SD: The Commission is chaired by the Minister of 
Labour and includes representatives from government ministries, the private sector 
(business associations) and civil society (social and environmental NGOs).  

Moreover, one can distinguish between those bodies that foster coordination on a political 
level (e.g. ‘Green Cabinet’ in Germany, Cabinet Committees in UK), and those that foster 
coordination on an administrative level (e.g. ‘Committee for a Sustainable Austria’). In many 
countries, the institutional bodies foster both political and administrative coordination. 

 

 

2.2.4 Participatory arrangements 
 

Participation is one of the core elements of all SD processes. Agenda 21, the Action 
Programme adopted at the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio 1992, 
points out that participation is one of the fundamental prerequisites for the achievement of SD 
(United Nations, 1992:para 23.2). Although we are aware that there are many different forms 
and degrees of participation (Dalal-Clayton & Bass, 2002), we focus in this report on 
institutionalised and ad-hoc arrangements for participation.  

In relation to NSDS implementation, all EU Member States have established either 
institutional or ad-hoc participatory arrangements.  

The most common form of institutional participatory arrangements are national 
councils/commissions for SD (or similar institutions): 21 EU Member States have established 
a national council/commission. These councils/commissions usually have an advisory role for 
the governments in the preparation and/or implementation of the NSDSs and facilitate the 
exchange of experiences between government representatives and various stakeholder groups, 
like businesses (chambers of commerce, business associations), NGOs, academia, sub-
national levels, trade unions, civil society organisations, etc. Examples are: 

• Estonian Commission on SD: This advisory body to the government on issues related 
to SD is composed of 28 experts, including representatives from government (5), 
parliament (5), governmental institutions (5), academia (9), business community (1) 
and NGOs (2).  



 43 

• National Council for SD in France: The Council advises the government on the 
implementation of SD polices and consists of 90 members from local authorities, 
business, trade unions, environmental NGOs, social and consumer associations, and 
academia. 

• National SD Council ‘Comhar’ in Ireland: This consultation and dialogue forum is 
made up of 25 members coming from government, economic sectors, environmental 
NGOs, social/community NGOs and academia.  

• SD Commission in the UK: The SD Commission is, on the one hand, an advisory 
body for the government and is composed of 22 persons coming from the business 
sector, NGOs, devolved administrations and academia. On the other hand, the SD 
Commission has taken on a ‘watchdog’ role, reporting to the Prime Minister about 
progress in NSDS implementation. 

Several Member States have organised ad-hoc participatory arrangements for the NSDS 
implementation, e.g. dialogue forums, workshops, partnerships or conferences. Examples are: 

• Austria: The national government frequently organises various interactive dialogue 
forums with stakeholders in the form of workshops and round table discussions. 

• Czech Republic: The Government Council for SD organises thematic workshops, 
discussion forums, email-base discussion, etc. The Council also organises the annual 
SD Forum which aims to facilitate broad public discussions and access for the public 
to information on SD topics.  

• Denmark: The government has established several partnerships and dialogues with 
important stakeholder groups, e.g. local authorities and businesses.  

For the preparation and/or revision of NSDSs, various forms of stakeholder participation are 
organised, e.g. general consultation processes (in written form via mail or email), 
conferences, workshops, round table discussions, seminars, etc. Two recent examples are: 

• France: A country-wide stakeholder consultation process for the revision of the 
French NSDS was organised from September 2007 and ran until spring 2008: 
‘Grenelle de l’environnement’ involves more than 800 representatives of various 
stakeholder groups. 

• Spain: The ‘Conference on SD’ was organised during the preparation of the Spanish 
NSDS. The conference took place on three days in July 2007 as part of the activities 
of CAMA (Environmental Advisory Council), which itself comprises 18 civil society 
organisations, and brought together a large number of participants from various 
stakeholder groups. 

 

2.2.5 Implementation measures 

 

There is a common understanding that a national strategy is only as good as it is implemented. 
Generally, however, it is important to clarify that an NSDS is a policy guiding document for 
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strategic public management that aims to coordinate policies and activities to achieve SD, 
but it is not a law or regulation that must be implemented immediately. Therefore, all the 
objectives, targets and measures included in an NSDS must be ‘operationalised’ in various 
ways in the policy-making process. Moreover, it is difficult to determine whether a 
comprehensive, cross-sectoral strategy like an NSDS is fully implemented. On the one hand, 
objectives and targets are not always clearly defined and quantified (in most cases, broad 
visions and general objectives prevail). On the other hand, it is difficult to trace outputs 
(concrete results) and outcomes (changes in existing practices resulting from outputs) of 
NSDSs in practice, i.e. whether a policy is the direct result of the NSDS.  

Therefore, we tried to gather information from the NSDS coordinators on whether there are 
implementation measures in place which foster the guiding characteristic of NSDSs. In so 
doing, we pre-defined three implementation measures: 

• Sectoral policy plans that include concrete targets to operationalise NSDS objectives 
for specific sectors,  

• Work programmes and/or action plans that define concrete measures in relation to 
NSDS objectives, 

• Consideration of NSDS objectives in the state budget. 

In a majority of EU Member States, sectoral policy plans or strategies include NSDS 
objectives. In the following sectors, policy plans or strategies most often include concrete 
targets to implement NSDS objectives: Climate change, energy, environment/nature 
protection, biodiversity, sustainable public procurement, health, transport and infrastructure, 
social cohesion and spatial planning. 

Several EU Member States developed work programmes or action plans that define concrete 
measures in relation to NSDS objectives. Examples are: 

• Austria: Two work programmes were developed. The first one in 2003 included 200 
specific measures for implementing NSDS objectives. The second one in 2004 
included 80 additional measures. Most measures have been successfully implemented. 

• Belgium: The Federal Plans for SD include concrete measures. The first Plan outlines 
600 measures and the second Plan 400 measures (of which about 60 % are currently 
implemented). The forthcoming third Plan will include 100 measures. Moreover, each 
government ministry needs to develop an annual SD Action Plan which outlines 
measures and activities to be undertaken in line with the NSDS. 

• Slovakia: The ‘Action Plan for SD’ defines priorities and responsibilities resulting 
from NSDS objectives. The Action Plan includes 14 objectives with targets and 
measurable indicators that guide individual ministries. 

• UK: Each government department developed an SD action plan that outlines the 
measures they undertake to implement the NSDS. Implementation is monitored by the 
SD Commission.  

Only three EU Member States include SD issues in the budget or in financial statements: 
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• Italy: SD objectives that are in line with the NSDS have been included in the 2007 
Financial Act. 

• Netherlands: SD issues are included in the financial statements of individual 
ministries. Moreover, the Ministry of Finance is currently developing a document 
about how SD can be included in the state budget system. 

• UK: SD underpins all central government spending. In the comprehensive spending 
reviews, HM Treasury (finance ministry) provides an overview of how ministries 
include SD issues in their expenditures. The new state budget will also include SD 
issues.  

 

2.2.6 Review and evaluation mechanisms 
 

Although it is difficult to establish clear links between strategies and policy outputs/outcomes, 
it is important for NSDSs as strategic public management tools to develop qualitative review 
and evaluation mechanisms. Not only should these review and evaluation mechanisms help in 
strategy revisions, but they should also foster knowledge creation and learning about strategic 
SD processes.   

A majority of EU Member States has regular review and evaluation mechanisms in place. 
The most common form of these mechanisms are progress reports that measure the 
implementation of NSDSs on a regular basis (mostly annually or biannually). In some 
countries, the progress reports are called ‘implementation report’ (e.g. Estonia, Lithuania 
Luxembourg), ‘review report’ (e.g. Ireland, UK), ‘evaluation report’ (e.g. Finland), 
‘assessment report’ (e.g. Italy) or ‘development report’ (e.g. Slovenia). The common 
characteristic of these reports is that they mainly provide qualitative descriptions of 
implementation measures and processes in relation to the NSDS. In some countries, 
qualitative evaluations are supported by indicators for quantitative information (e.g. France, 
Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Slovakia, and the UK). In most cases, the progress reports are 
drawn up by the SD councils/commission or inter-ministerial committees. Exceptions are 
Germany (progress report conceived by the Green Cabinet), Slovakia (progress reports are 
submitted by individual ministries) and Slovenia (development report prepared by an 
independent government office).  

Some EU Member States have developed somewhat different progress reports or time tables: 
Both Latvia and Lithuania have published national reports for the Johannesburg summit in 
2002 in which they describe the general situation in their countries in relation to SD, 
instruments for implementation, the role of stakeholder groups, etc. Poland in 2007 has 
undertaken an internal review of the current NSDS by the Ministry of Environment that will 
provide the basis for the NSDS revision process. And an interesting development can be 
found in Finland: The progress reporting cycle has been linked to that of the EU SDS. 
Therefore, Finland will publish progress reports on its NSDS bi-annually in parallel to the 
implementation reports of the EU SDS. 
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There are also two other forms of qualitative review and evaluation mechanisms that have 
been applied in some EU Member States:  

First, Austria has organised an external evaluation process of its NSDS implementation. The 
evaluation was conducted by a consortium of independent research institutions. The 
evaluation team undertook interviews with all relevant stakeholder groups and assessed the 
instruments and measures used in the implementation process.  

Second, France and the Netherlands organised a peer review of their NSDSs. Both peer 
reviews were undertaken with the financial support of the European Commission and 
involved several peer countries. In the French peer review, Belgium and the UK were the 
European peer countries. Germany and Finland were peers in the Dutch peer review process. 
Both in France and the Netherlands, comprehensive peer review reports were published that 
include evaluation chapters as well as recommendations. Currently, there are no NSDS peer 
reviews undertaken in the EU Member States: Although the European Commission invited 
Member States to submit proposals for match-funding, no Member State has yet decided to 
start a peer review process. 

 

2.2.7 Indicators and monitoring practices 
 

As mentioned earlier in this report, NSDSs are guiding documents for all sectoral policies to 
achieve concerted actions for SD. In so doing, NSDSs include objectives to steer this process. 
In order to best monitor the success of the implementation of NSDS objectives, it is necessary 
to relate the objectives to SD indicators (SDI). This quantitative monitoring should 
complement qualitative review and evaluation mechanisms for comprehensive assessments of 
NSDS processes. 

Most EU Member States have included SDI in their NSDSs. However, the number of 
indicators used varies significantly across the Member States. The range is from more than 
100 SDI (Italy 150, Denmark 102) to a set of headline indicators (France 12, UK 20, Malta 
24). It needs to be stressed that several countries also use headline indicators besides their 
full list of indicators in follow-up reports or for communication purposes (e.g. Austria, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Luxembourg, Sweden).  

Moreover, most EU member States regularly publish indicators reports (in most cases 
annually or biannually). In some countries, indicators are also used in progress reports or 
other implementation reports. Two recent examples of comprehensive indicators reports can 
be found in Austria and the UK. 

• ‘On the Way to a Sustainable Austria’ was published in October 2007. This 
comprehensive indicators report includes headline indicators and further indicators 
which measure progress towards the NSDS objectives.  

• In the UK, the ‘SD Indicators in your pocket 2007’ report provides a comprehensive, 
but also concise and readable overview of all 68 indicators mentioned in the NSDS 
and the progress made in achieving the strategy objectives.  
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2.3 Involvement of sub-national levels in national SD strategies 

This chapter provides a general overview of how sub-national levels (i.e. regional and/or local 
authorities) are involved in the preparation and implementation of NSDSs in all 27 EU 
Member States. It serves as a basis for selecting Member States for a more in-depth case 
study analysis (see chapter 3). 

 

2.3.1 Involvement of sub-national levels in strategy preparation and implementation 

 

In most EU Member States, the sub-national levels are – of course depending on the 
respective political-administrative system – involved in NSDS processes. However, the 
degree of involvement varies substantially between Member States:  

1) Whereas most Member States involve sub-national levels as one stakeholder group 
in general consultation processes during the preparation of NSDSs, only four 
Member States (Czech Republic, Denmark, Spain and the UK) developed more in-
depth consultation and exchange processes exclusively between the national and sub-
national levels.  

2) In some Member States, representatives of sub-national levels participate in SD 
councils/commission or inter-ministerial committees which are important advisory 
bodies for NSDS implementation (including progress reporting).  

3) Only four EU Member States have developed institutional mechanisms for the 
coordination among the national and sub-national levels for NSDS implementation 
(Austria, Finland, Germany and Italy). 

Re 1) 

Most EU Member States involve representatives of sub-national levels in various forms of 
the general consultation process when preparing an NSDS (e.g. invitation to submit written 
comments/feedback on the draft NSDS by mail or email, workshops, conferences, etc). 
However, sub-national levels in these processes are only one of many stakeholder groups that 
are invited to provide feedback. This can be regarded as the most ‘shallow’ form of involving 
the sub-national levels. Examples are: 

• France: A country-wide stakeholder consultation process has been organised. This 
process is called ‘grenelle de l’environnement’ (environment round table) and started 
in September 2007 (running time until spring 2008). More than 800 stakeholder 
representatives, including representatives from the sub-national levels, participate 
regularly in 33 working groups. The results of the working groups will be used in the 
revision process. 

• Slovakia: During the preparation of the NSDS, representatives of two Associations of 
Local Authorities (one for cities, one for municipalities) participated in working 
groups that also involved other stakeholder groups. 
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• Spain: Regional representatives were invited to participate in the ‘Conference on SD’ 
which was held in July 2007. Several stakeholder groups discussed in different 
working groups the various dimensions and objectives of the draft NSDS. Many 
comments received during the conference could be included in the final NSDS.  

Four Member States, however, established consultation and exchange processes that were 
exclusively held with the representatives of sub-national levels: 

• Czech Republic: During the preparation of the current NSDS and in the revision 
process, ‘regional round tables’ were organised. In these round tables, the national 
level invited regional authorities and regional stakeholders to discuss draft versions of 
the NSDS. For the revision process, comments and recommendations gathered in the 
regions were collected and included in a database. Generally, the round tables were 
not only important to receive feedback from the regions, but to also raise awareness 
for NSDS objectives on the regional level. 

• Denmark: A ‘direct dialogue’ was organised during the NSDS revision process 
between the Minister of Environment and several municipalities (selected by the 
Association of Local Authorities). They discussed the contributions of the local levels 
in SD in general and how the national level could provide a strategic framework for 
SD at the local level. The dialogue not only provided recommendations for the 
national level, but also resulted in two concrete projects: The development of a 
methodology for a local carbon calculator and a sustainable urban policy framework 
with close cooperation between the national and local levels.   

• Spain: In the so-called ‘sectoral conferences’, various policy issues are debated 
between national and sub-national levels. In the preparation process, the NSDS was 
also discussed in the sectoral conferences between representatives of the different 
political levels. 

• UK: For the preparation of the NSDS 2005, the national level provided funding for 
the organisation of so-called ‘regional SD dialogues’ in which representatives of 
regional authorities and regional stakeholder provided feedback to the central 
government on the strategy. Apart from these dialogues, the UK government 
developed ‘consultation packs’ for the regional and local levels that included 
background material and specific questions. These consultation packs enabled a 
structured process of feedback from the sub-national levels. 

Chapters 3 and 4 will look more closely into the experiences made in these four Member 
States that developed more in-depth consultation processes with the sub-national levels.  

Re 2) 

Representatives of sub-national levels are members of SD councils/commission or inter-
ministerial bodies in the following 13 Member States: Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, 
France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, Portugal, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
As outlined in previous chapters, these bodies have various responsibilities, including 
horizontal integration (coordination between policy sectors), providing advice to national 
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government, drafting progress or indicators reports and overseeing general NSDS 
implementation efforts. Examples are: 

• Austria: Five regional SD coordinators participate in the Committee for a Sustainable 
Austria. The Committee is responsible for horizontal policy integration and also plays 
an important role in the implementation of the NSDS (development of work 
programmes and progress reports).  

• Belgium: Representatives of the regions and municipalities (three representatives 
each) participate in the Inter-departmental Commission for SD. They have the role of 
‘associated partners’ and are invited to provide comments in the preparation of the 
NSDS. 

• Germany: The Council for SD includes two members from the sub-national level (one 
from the regions and one from the local level). The main role of the Council is to 
advise the government on SD issues and contribute to the further development of the 
NSDS. 

• Slovenia: Two representatives of the sub-national levels participate in the National 
Council for SD. The National Council is also the umbrella body for the ‘scenario-
building exercise’ for the revised NSDS. A steering committee within the Council 
guides the process and includes representatives of the sub-national levels.  

In chapters 3 and 4 we analyse the experiences made by sub-national representatives (policy-
makers and public administrators) of three Member States when participating in nation SD 
councils/commissions or inter-ministerial committees.  

Re 3) 

The first two forms of sub-national involvement are mainly characterised by general 
participation and consultation. These are, however, not vertical integration mechanisms 
between the national and sub-national levels. Only four EU Member States have developed 
institutionalised mechanisms for better coordination between the political levels: 

• Austria: The ‘Expert Conference of National and Regional SD Coordinators’ was 
established in 2000. The national and regional SD coordinators meet twice a year in 
order to coordinate common activities and to discuss the implementation of SD 
strategies. The Expert Conference currently prepares the first Federal SD Strategy 
(common strategy of national and regional level) in Europe. Moreover, the ‘Actors 
Network Sustainable Austria’ is an exchange platform to foster the implementation of 
the NSDS. Within this network, the ‘Round Table Sustainable Austria’ is annually 
organised by the Ministry of Environment in cooperation with a region: 
Representatives of the national, regional and local levels discuss and coordinate 
implementation issues – external experts can be invited for special topics.   

• Finland: In order to improve the coordination between the national and sub-national 
levels, a sub-committee on regional and local SD was established by the Finnish 
National Commission on SD in June 2007. The sub-committee is composed of 
representatives from the national level, regional and local authorities, civil society 
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actors and other key experts of SD on the sub-national levels. The main objectives of 
the sub-committee are to contribute to the implementation of the NSDS and to 
promote SD in the regional and local authorities. The sub-committee will be convened 
4 times per year (2 meetings have been held so far). Moreover, several working groups 
have been established on various subjects, e.g. climate change, sustainable community 
structures, sustainable transport, etc. Moreover, the sub-committee in 2008 organises a 
competition for best practices examples of implementing SD at the regional level.   

• Germany: The ‘Conference of Environmental Ministers’ is a political coordination 
platform between the national and regional levels on various SD activities. Members 
of the Conference are the environmental ministers on the national and regional level. 
Among the eight national-regional working groups established by the Conference, one 
deals with the NSDS and SD issues. The working group on climate, energy, mobility – 
sustainable development (BLAK KliNa) draws up requests of the Conference and on 
the link between national and regional issues. Members of the BLAK KliNa are public 
administrators of the environmental ministries on the national and regional levels.  

• Italy: The ‘Technical Board on SD’, which includes representatives of the national 
and sub-national levels, has been set up to prepare the decisions that are adopted by 
the State-Regions Permanent Conference (an important coordination body for the 
national and sub-national levels on political decisions).  The Technical Board also has 
the task to define guidelines for SD strategies at the regional level. Moreover, it 
represents the main link to the Inter-ministerial Committee for Economic Planning 
(CIPE) by ensuring the participation of regional representatives in the NSDS process. 
CIPE is the main body responsible for NSDS coordination and horizontal integration 
of national policies.  

In chapters 3 and 4, we will investigate the experiences made in these four Member States 
with institutionalised mechanisms for better coordination between the national and sub-
national levels.  

 

2.3.2 Links between national SD strategies and sub-national SD activities 
 

In most EU Member States, the sub-national levels have developed their own SD activities.  

In some EU Member States, the regions have developed SD strategies or similar 
programmes. This is mainly the case in those Member States that are either federal states or 
have sub-national bodies with strong competences in policy-making (i.e. in Austria, Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, Spain and the UK). Clear links between the NSDSs and regional SD 
activities are only established in Austria and Germany: 

• Austria: Although only one region has developed a general regional strategy that 
includes SD, the coordination between the national level and regional SD activities is 
strong and institutionalised in the ‘Expert Conference of National and Regional SD 
Coordinators’. Moreover, the Expert Conference will develop the first Federal SD 
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Strategy in Europe, i.e. create a coordinated and strategic process for SD activities on 
the national and regional level.  

• Germany: The national and regional levels regularly coordinate their SD activities, 
mainly through the ‘Conference of Environment Ministers’ (on the political level) and 
the national-regional workshops (on the level of public administrators). Moreover, in 
November 2007, the Council for SD organised a workshop on the ‘SD policies of the 
regions’. SD experts from 16 German regions discussed the contribution of regional 
SD activities for the implementation of the NSDS. 

In Belgium, there is no link between the regional SD strategy of Flanders and the NSDS. In 
Italy (SD strategies in several regions) and Spain (regional SD strategies approved in four 
regions), the regional SD strategies need to take into account NSDS provisions and objectives 
of the renewed EU SDS. 

In two Member States, the national level has developed guidance documents for the regions 
to include SD comprehensibly in their work: 

• Czech Republic: In 2006, the government published a manual for planning and 
evaluating SD at the regional level. Based on NSDS objectives, this document 
provides guidance for the development of regional SD plans and SD indicators.  

• UK: The Regional SD Frameworks are the main planning document at the regional 
level to include SD issues. For developing the Frameworks, guidance is provided by 
the national government. Moreover, the three regional bodies (Regional Development 
Agencies, Regional Assemblies and Government Offices in the regions) deliver SD 
issues and apply performance measures which include SD. The national government 
also issues guidance documents for these bodies. 

Although LA 21 initiatives exist on the municipal level in most EU Member States, their 
importance is decreasing. The reason for this it twofold: On the one hand, traditional LA 21 
initiatives were exclusively oriented towards environmental issues. As current challenges 
require more comprehensive approaches, local authorities increasingly establish programmes 
and processes that reflect the integrated character of SD. On the other hand, local authorities 
increasingly address environmental issues with clear objectives and targets, e.g. in climate 
and energy policy. Therefore, the rather ‘soft focus’ of LA 21 on citizens participation is more 
and more replaced by efforts for policy integration and targeted sectoral approaches. 
Coordination between the NSDS and the LA 21 processes exist only in seven Member 
States. Interesting examples are: 

• Austria: In 2002, a sub-group of the ‘Expert Conference of National and Regional SD 
Coordinators’ was established to better coordinate LA 21 initiatives. As part of the 
activities of this sub-group, LA 21 coordinators of the regions organise every 1-2 
years a conference on LA 21 issues as ‘dialogue forum’.  

• Czech Republic: Currently, LA 21 initiatives and local SD strategies are at the core of 
NSDS implementation. The Government Council on SD cooperates with the 
Association of Regions and the Union of Towns and Municipalities in the ‘Working 
Group for LA 21’ (established in the Council). The working group involves various 
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stakeholders and is very active. The idea it to start from the local situation and local 
activities and develop local strategies. In this context, the working group developed 
‘Criteria for LA 21’ (adopted in 2006) which include an indicator system for 
benchmarking local SD activities.  

• France: As part of the revised NSDS, a ‘framework reference’ for LA 21 initiatives 
has been developed by the national level in cooperation with NGOs and sub-national 
authorities. On the basis of the NSDS (that includes the objective to establish 500 LA 
21 initiatives within 5 years), this reference document includes criteria for local 
authorities that need to be fulfilled to be recognised as ‘good initiatives’. Currently, 
64 LA 21 initiatives are recognised on the criteria of the ‘framework reference’.  

• Luxembourg: A self-evaluation form for local authorities to report on LA 21 
initiatives was developed by the national level by taking into account NSDS 
objectives. On the basis of the filled out forms, the national level selects certain 
projects and provides 50-80 % funding. 

• UK: LA 21 initiatives need to be included in the ‘SD Community Strategies’ of local 
authorities. The national level provides guidance for these strategies (draft version of 
guidelines was released in November 2007, a final version will be issued in summer 
2008). 

In chapters 3 and 4, several country case studies will analyse the link between NSDS 
processes and sub-national activities more in-depth. When selecting the case studies, we have 
taken into account the specific form of this link, the size of the country, the political-
administrative system and to have also perspectives from new Member States.  

Therefore, one can distinguish between four types of sub-national involvement in NSDS 
processes. These are captured in Table 10 below. 

 

 
Table 10. Types of sub-national involvement in NSDS processes 

 

2.3.3. Experiences of national levels with sub-national involvement 
 

Most NSDS coordinators pointed out that there is generally great interest in SD on the sub-
national levels. The main reason is that regional and local authorities are directly concerned 
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with several important SD issues, e.g. waste management, water, spatial planning, social 
issues, etc. This also implies that sub-national levels address SD much more in terms of day-
to-day issues of concern rather than from the perspective of an NSDS. 

The NSDS coordinators also argued that their experience shows that input and contributions 
of sub-national levels in NSDS implementation very much depends on experiences and 
resources of sub-national bodies (e.g. time, budget, personnel, etc).  

 

2.3.4 Challenges in multi-level governance for sustainable development 
 

Most NSDS coordinators argued that a strong cooperation between the different political 
levels is important for NSDS processes, especially in the implementation of NSDS 
objectives. With regard to an increased contribution of sub-national levels in the 
implementation phase, two issues were identified as crucial:  

On the one hand, the NSDS visions and objectives need to be ‘operationalised’ for the sub-
national levels in order to clarify the link between the national strategy and the sub-national 
responsibilities. One option in this context are national guidance documents that clearly 
outline responsibilities and define activities for sub-national levels in NSDS implementation. 
On the other hand, the NSDS coordinators mentioned that capacity-building on the sub-
national level should be supported and increased, e.g. knowledge and information transfer, 
increased resources, SD education, etc. Overall, NSDS processes should include follow-up 
and monitoring mechanisms for all political levels in order to identify strengths and 
weaknesses. 

Furthermore, the NSDS coordinators mentioned that addressing cross-sectoral issues is one 
of the major challenges for all political levels. Generally, an intensified exchange of 
experiences with other Member States and sharing best practices was identified as important 
to foster mutual learning.  

2.4 Conclusions 

In this concluding chapter, we summarise the main results of the overviews of the EU SDS 
and the NSDSs:  

• SD strategies have been developed on the EU level as well as in most EU Member 
States (by 2008, 26 EU Member States had adopted an NSDS). 

• Compared to the first EU SDS (Gothenburg Strategy), the renewed EU SDS outlines a 
more comprehensive and strategic approach for SD governance on the EU level. 

• The renewed EU SDS acknowledges the important of multi-level governance for 
delivering SD: Member States are addressed explicitly and extensively in the actions 
foreseen in the seven key challenges, the cross-cutting policies and in the 
implementation chapters; sub-national levels are addressed in general terms only.  
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• The first progress report on the implementation of the EU SDS argues that relatively 
modest progress was achieved on the ground. However, there are also positive signs, 
like the development of various policy initiatives on the EU and Member States level 
and the increasing convergence between different stakeholders on SD priorities. 
Horizontal integration is identified as a challenge at all political levels. 

• Currently, revisions of NSDSs are ongoing or planned in 14 EU Member States, most 
of which were expected to be finished in 2008. The main reason for the revisions is to 
bring the NSDSs in line with the objectives of the renewed EU SDS. 

• In most EU Member States, the Ministries of Environment are responsible for the 
coordination of NSDS implementation. 

• Most NSDSs include 5-10 main thematic objectives, broken down into actions and 
measures. However, most NSDSs include rather general objectives and lack quantified 
and measurable targets. Many NSDSs also include regional and/or local issues in their 
objectives, however, governance issues are rarely addressed in the formulation of 
these objectives.  

• Most EU Member States have established institutionalised bodies that foster 
horizontal integration, i.e. they coordinate the activities of sectoral ministries with 
regard to concerted actions towards NSDS objectives. One can distinguish between 
inter-ministerial commission/committees (composed of representatives from all or 
most government ministries only) and SD councils/commission (composed of 
representatives from government ministries and stakeholder groups).  

• All EU Member States have established either institutional or ad-hoc participatory 
arrangement in the NSDS process. 

• The following implementation measures are developed in the EU Member States in 
relation to their NSDSs: (1) Sectoral policy plans or strategies that include NSDS 
objectives; (2) work programmes or action plans; and (3) SD issues included in budget 
or financial statements.  

• A majority of EU Member States has developed regular qualitative review and 
evaluation mechanisms. Progress reports are the most common form. Other forms of 
qualitative assessments are external evaluations (in Austria) and peer reviews (in 
France and the Netherlands). 

• In most EU Member States, the sub-national levels are involved in the NSDS process. 
However, the degree of involvement varies substantially between Member States. 
Generally, only a small minority of EU Member States has developed institutionalised 
mechanism for better cooperation between national and sub-national levels on SD (i.e. 
Austria, Germany, Finland and Italy).  

• In most EU Member States, the sub-national levels have developed their own SD 
activities (e.g. regional SD strategies, LA 21 initiatives). However, links between the 
NSDS and sub-national activities are established only in a minority of Member States. 
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• NSDS coordinators pointed out that great interest exists on the sub-national levels for 
SD issues. Most sub-national bodies address SD on the basis of day-to-day issues of 
concern. The contribution of sub-national level in NSDS implementation depends on 
experiences and resources. 

• A strong cooperation between the different political levels is regarded as important by 
the NSDS coordinators. Preconditions are: (a) NSDS visions and objectives need to be 
‘operationalised’ for sub-national levels; (b) capacity-building on the sub-national 
levels must be increased; and (c) follow-up and monitoring mechanisms for 
implementation must be established.  
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3. Country Case Studies 

3.1 Scope of the case studies 

The main focus of the study is on multi-level governance in the context of national SD 
strategy processes, especially on the problems associated with vertical policy integration in 
NSDS processes. In this chapter we concentrate on the interplay (cooperation and 
coordination) between the different political levels (mainly between the national and sub-
national levels) in the context of specific mechanisms utilised in the processes associated with 
the preparation, implementation or review of national sustainable development strategies in 
11 selected EU countries. 

This limitation to vertical integration is important to have in mind, particularly in the case of 
NSDSs, because sustainable development (SD) is a broad concept that also involves the 
integration of social, environmental and economic concerns into various sectoral policies 
(horizontal policy integration). The scope of the present study is visually depicted in Figure 1, 
below. The study neither has the goal to assess SD performance as such (including the 
contribution of local and regional authorities to SD performance), nor does its scope 
encompass the impact of the NSDS processes on horizontal policy integration (in Figure 1 
depicted as empty horizontal arrows), the contribution of local and regional authorities to 
national-level horizontal policy integration (diagonal dashed lines), or even vertical policy 
integration in individual sectoral policy fields (empty vertical arrows). 

The focus of the study is on the mechanisms of involvement of regional and local 
authorities (especially seen through the lens of vertical policy integration in the context of 
multi-level governance) in national strategic SD processes narrowed down to the official 
NSDS, its policy cycle (preparation, implementation and review), and its associated 
processes (indicators, spin-off initiatives etc.). In Figure 1 this focus is depicted by the full 
circled arrow. Subject of our study are also actors associated with these processes (for more 
on definition of actors see below) on the background of structural characteristics of national 
political-administrative systems but not party politics or broad developments in the society. 

We chose this approach because of two practical and methodological considerations: Firstly, 
as this is the first comparative study on the involvement of the sub-national level in NSDS 
preparation and implementation, a focus on vertical integration is necessary in order to 
provide a basic understanding of the conditions and results of coordination between national 
and sub-national levels in the context of NSDS processes. Secondly, the resources devoted to 
the study allowed us to undertake only a limited number of interviews with representatives 
from the national and sub-national levels who are directly involved in NSDS-related issues. 
While it is possible to draw lessons on vertical interplay in NSDS processes on the sample of 
three to five interviews per case study, to widen the scope of the study would require reaching 
a number of relevant actors in individual sectoral policy communities at both national and 
(one or more) sub-national levels and to disentangle the relevant horizontal, vertical and 
diagonal characteristics. Therefore we are not examining sectoral policy issues in the study. 
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Figure 1. Scope of the case studies 

 

3.2 Theoretical framework for the case study analysis 

3.2.1 Governance 

For several years now, 'governance' has become a central element in the political and 
scientific debate. Generally, governance refers to the manner how political decisions are 
developed and implemented. This means that governance refers to activities (‘to govern’), 
processes (‘governing’) and coordination mechanisms (‘governance’) of political regulation 
and steering. 

In our conception governments (not necessarily national governments) have the prime 
strategic responsibility for steering: thus, the responsibility for ‘governance’ rests with 
governments. Nation states still possess important resources for guiding policy structures and 
processes (Peters & Pierre, 1998). The administrative-political hierarchy of the state, which 
represents a part of our analysis, is an organising principle and a power-distribution principle 
with a more or less constant tension between directive and cooperative states. 

The observed shift to ‘softer’ steering instruments such as NSDSs (in the capacity of 
framework instruments) and “a growing emphasis on decentralisation and the mobilisation of 
‘civil society’” (Lafferty, 2004) signify ‘new governance’. These new steering mechanisms 
depend on learning, cooperation, feedback and ‘non-governmental’ input (ibid.). They are 
characteristic by extended forms of participation and broadening of the range of involved 
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actors (see e.g. Treib et al., 2005), as well as the role of policy networks and policy 
communities in policy-making (‘network governance’; Kriesi et al., 2006). 

Lessons from the field of vertical environmental policy integration (VEPI; see Lafferty, 2002; 
cf. Peters, 1998) seem to suggest that the “main strategic principles and directions have to be 
set at the central level, (...) but the more detailed planning, implementation and monitoring 
has to be undertaken at sub-national levels” (Baker & Eckerberg, 2008). Thus ‘multi-level 
governance’ (Peters & Pierre, 1998) “focuses our attention directly on issues of 
interdependencies, resource-sharing and political dynamics of policy-making between the 
sub-national level, the centre and EU institutions” (Baker & Eckerberg, 2008:16). 

In addition, we understand SD policy as a ‘governance reform agenda’, i.e. as a 
‘transformative programme’ (see Lafferty, 2004). The spillovers and pathways between 
implemented NSDS mechanisms and sectoral policy effects are desirable subjects of study 
(although beyond the scope of this study). As mentioned above, the increasing importance of 
non-public actors in ‘governing’ indicates that decision-making associated with NSDS 
processes is rarely, if ever, conducted in the classical model of a bureaucratic hierarchy. 
However, SD as a ‘normative long-term programme’ still needs to respect the tradition, norms 
and concepts of rational democracy (ibid.). 

 

3.2.2 Form and function 

The relationship between ‘form’ and ‘function’ of policy instruments is a staple topic in 
political science. In the context of governance for sustainable development it has been 
addressed by Lafferty (2004) building on the thesis that ‘form’ follows ‘function’. Design and 
implementation of new policy instruments can be driven by numerous motives, including: 
(deep) complexity (Funtowicz & Ravetz, n.d.) and ‘wickedness’ of SD problems (Rittel & 
Webber, 1973) and associated challenges of uncertainty; steering or efficiency deficiencies; 
lack of clarity about public interests or public mandate vis-à-vis new challenges (cf. Haas, 
2002); and overlapping competences (both along the vertical and horizontal axes) and policy 
coherence risks (‘grey areas’; OECD, 1997). The emergence of new mechanisms and a 
widening range of used policy instruments are in itself characteristics of ‘new governance’ 
(Baker & Eckerberg, 2008).11 

However, we do not think it is easy to design and implement effective policy instruments. The 
‘implementor’ has to be able to 

• recognise and formulate the ‘function(s)’ of the policy instrument 

• design various alternatives of the ‘form’ of the policy instrument in response to 
identified ‘function(s)’ 

                                                 
11 For a more detailed discussion of differences between SD governance and both ecological modernisation and 
environmental policy as well as the relations between SD governance and ‘new governance’ see Lafferty, 2004, 
and Baker & Eckerberg, 2008. 
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• ex-ante assess these alternatives in conditions of uncertainty, taking into account 
possible effects – or design such components of the mechanism that would ensure 
procedural learning 

• choose the most viable alternative under the condition of bounded rationality. 

As such, new policy instruments are often developed with a ‘hit-and-miss’ approach and more 
often than not they are grounded in political practices existing in the given country. Thus 
answering the question of ‘what works when, where and how’ in promoting sustainable 
development with the involvement of local and regional authorities is an important endeavour 
contributing to the learning of governments as we think that the ‘one-size-fits-all’ position is 
untenable. 

Perhaps it is important to mention that in addition to structural characteristics of given 
political-administrative systems as well as existing political practice – which are the prime 
factors of transferability of aforementioned mechanisms addressed in this study – each 
mechanism varies as to its interdependent constellations of environmental, economic and 
social resources, actors and practices. This is a layer of transferability which has not been 
possible to fully consider in the study (see also scope above). 

 

3.2.3 NSDS policy cycle 

Policy processes are most often examined with the use of sequential logic (see Sabatier, 
1999). In relation to NSDS processes we use the following: 

Preparation (planning, strategy-making) and implementation (acting, delivering) are two ends 
of a continuum that usually has one or more intermediary steps. These intermediary steps we 
call ‘implementation mechanisms’ and they will be described below. Accordingly, for this 
study we utilised a conception of a policy cycle of national sustainable development strategies 
that consists of NSDS preparation, implementation mechanisms, implementation provisions, 
and review (Steurer, 2007; see also Figure 2. NSDS policy cycle below). 

 

 
Figure 2. NSDS policy cycle 

 

NSDS preparation is a strategy formulation process, in most countries delegated to the 
Ministry of the Environment, and often includes broad public participation (Martinuzzi & 
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Steurer, 2005). Details of the process are mostly decided by ministerial administrators, 
perhaps with the contribution of a governmental committee for sustainable development or its 
equivalent. The preparatory process is not necessarily conducted in the vein of traditional 
planning, even though in Figure 2 we use the term ‘planning’; however, the preparation 
process invariably charts broad objectives and long-term strategic approaches. Not always 
(i.e. not in every country, not for every objective or policy area) are objectives accompanied 
with concrete implementation mechanisms and/or provisions. 

In these cases, additional mechanisms following up on the preparation stage are utilised. In 
our framework we call them implementation mechanisms. They comprise various 
institutional and non-institutional tools such as working groups, sustainable development 
councils, inter-ministerial committees and other institutionalised forms of vertical and 
horizontal integration, action plans, work programmes and sectoral plans. These mechanisms 
serve to translate the strategic objectives of an NSDS into concrete and measurable tasks, aim 
to ensure policy integration and coordination and build capacity. 

The tasks are what we call implementation provisions. They involve the preparation and 
adoption of new laws and regulations, preparation and implementation of lower-level 
strategies, implementation of new procedures such as assessments of policy proposals or 
changes in budgeting procedures, and investments. Implementation provisions are therefore 
on the other end of the ‘preparation-implementation continuum’. 

A review process usually follows at some point – either as a review of an implementation 
mechanism (work programme, work of an inter-ministerial commission) or of the whole 
strategy. 

Parsons (1995) identified four major frameworks for policy analysis, of which two are 
pertinent to our study: ‘decision analysis’, focusing on how public choice is constituted and 
effected through decision-making; and ‘delivery analysis’, focusing on implementation in 
terms of choice of instruments, application, evaluation, performance, revision, etc. (see also 
Lafferty, 2004:27). 

 

3.2.4 Political-administrative context 

By political-administrative context we understand the political-administrative setup of a 
country and its political and administrative practice (i.e. mainly the structure of national 
governance). In this study, we take into account the structural characteristics of the state, 
organisational interplay and party politics as the chief clusters of independent variables. They 
provide structure to the environment of individual actors and all of them significantly shape 
the incentive structure of actors’ decision-making. 

The first group of variables represents the distribution of political power, budgets and 
administrative responsibilities across existing administrative-political levels. This closely 
associates with the structural characteristics of the state. We mainly distinguish between 
centralised political-administrative systems (i.e. strong role of the national government in 
policy development and strong steering capacity of national government in policy 
implementation) and federal political-administrative systems (i.e. strong role of regions and/or 
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local authorities – besides the national government – in policy development and 
implementation or special constitutional rights of regions and/or local authorities in policy 
development and delivery). This criterion was also used for country selection (see below). 

The second group of variables represents the path-dependent (see Page, 2006) institutional 
interplay  and ‘political culture’ among actors across and within political-administrative 
levels. Interplay can be examined using several characteristics: It can be both political and 
administrative; it can be cooperative, competitive, or mixed; and it can be of low or high 
intensity. Actions of actors can change these characteristics of institutional interplay (see 
outcomes, below). 

An important independent variable (or cluster of variables) can also be the influence of party 
politics on various levels. It affects political objectives or the order of priorities, thereby 
affecting the political will of the actors. 

 

3.2.5 Actors involved 

In the context of this study we understand an actor as a legally existing organisation or a 
recognised group with a high level of internal accountability that is involved in one or more of 
the NSDS policy cycle stages. Actors are embedded in a web of conflicting political interests, 
responsibilities, regulations and administrative practices. 

We adopted the macro level of analysis – i.e. we focus on the interplay between actors of 
various administrative-political levels. (We will generally try to avoid the micro level of 
analysis, i.e. where the actor is an individual or a unit within a group or an organisation with 
the exception of distinguishing between the political and administrative levels in local and 
regional bodies.) We assume that the interests pursued by the representatives of groups or 
institutions are the negotiated or otherwise decided interest positions of the actors as such. 

In our analysis, we differentiate between three types of actors: 

• national-level authorities 
• regional and local-level (i.e. sub-national) authorities 

• other stakeholders. 

Actors are understood using several variables (for an overview see Figure 3 below) and, since 
the focus of the study is on sub-national authorities, their values have been examined for sub-
national authorities in more detail than for other types of actors. In the case of public 
authorities the distinction between political level and administrative level is relevant. Firstly, 
actors possess competences (responsibilities), which at the beginning of the process are 
usually given by the political-administrative context. For the political level of public 
authorities the variable of political will  is relevant, standing for the overall awareness of, 
commitment to and willingness to pursue sustainability issues (cf. Nilsson & Persson, 2003). 
Actors also possess a certain degree of capacity to pursue sustainability issues – 
administrative resources, expertise, financial resources and others – which in public 
authorities is tied to the administrative level. Lastly, actors possess interests. The initial 
interests of an actor can be contradictory and vague, but throughout involvement into the 
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NSDS policy cycle they usually become better articulated, negotiated, and aggregated with 
the interests of other involved actors, and changed as a result of a learning process of being 
involved.  

 

 

Figure 3. Actor-related variables 

 

In order to examine the impacts of involvement on sub-national authorities in the processes of 
NSDS preparation and implementation, we looked at perceived changes in these variables 
after processes ended. This ‘before-after perspective’ can provide insight into the vectors with 
which various mechanisms of involvement affect sub-national authorities in our case studies. 

The configuration of actors entering into a specific mechanism of involvement that is a part of 
NSDS preparation or implementation is to a decisive extent determined by the political-
administrative structure of the country (see Figure 4, below). There are certain baseline 
patterns of interplay between the actors, often reflecting the ‘political culture’ of the country. 

 

 

Figure 4. Overview of the framework of analysis 
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3.2.6 Effects of successful implementation 

The ‘minimum list’ of critical factors for successful implementation of NSDS processes has 
been developed as the concept of ‘strategic public management’ (Steurer, 2007; Steurer & 
Martinuzzi, 2005; cf. Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1979). The list is presented in Table 8 in 
Chapter 1, above. 

In addition, In Chapter 2 we present our own typology of mechanisms utilised in NSDS 
processes as we believe that traditional steering instrumentality of command-and-control does 
not ensure all following functions relevant to SD governance: 

• Vertical policy integration, which we understand not as a ‘prioritisation’ of SD 
considerations above sectoral interests (Lafferty & Hovden, 2003), but rather as 
intensifying of cooperation to increase the rationality of policy-making processes 
through better access to distributed information (cf. Underdal, 1980). It includes 
coordination in objective-setting, competence distribution and development of 
provisions and measures across multiple tiers of government, especially in relation to 
“cross-cutting issues transcending boundaries of established policy fields” (Meijers & 
Stead, 2004:2; see also Zingerli et al., 2004). Involvement of regional or local 
authorities can also contribute to a change of policy objectives at the national level 
(either in general or specifically in the context of a NSDS), changes in the level of 
political will of national actors, or priorities of national political parties. 

• Interest articulation, negotiation and aggregation. The examined mechanisms (see 
below) create settings where actors can articulate and negotiate their interests and 
utilise their capacity to pursue those interests (see e.g. Ostrom, 2005; Paavola, 2007). 
Actors shift between incommensurable rationalities and therefore their behaviour 
cannot be reduced to the effectiveness principle. 

• Capacity-building, in relation to individual actors as well as the capacity of the system 
of governance to steer in the direction of sustainable development. Efforts to improve 
institutional capacity at sub-national levels are one of the characteristics of ‘new 
governance’ (Baker & Eckerberg, 2008). Includes also changes in interests and 
expectations and deepening of understanding among actors (shared inter-textual 
meanings) both within levels and across levels. 

• Dynamics between national and sub-national levels. Effects include changes in the 
distribution of competences; changes in the measure of influence or resources; and 
changes in ‘the rules of the game’, often reflected also as changes of incentive 
structures for involved actors (see Ostrom, 2005; cf. Siebenhüner, 2007). Example of 
this type of outcome would be acquisition of more seats for local-level representatives 
in a national-level SD committee or gaining a more influential position in the context 
of the NSDS document throughout the preparatory process. 
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3.2.7 Leading questions 

Key questions that we try to address through this study are as follows: 

• How did the perceived usability and functions of the given mechanism change over 
time? 

• How did the interests of local and regional actors change as a result of their 
involvement in the mechanism? 

• How did capacities or resources of actors change as a result of their involvement in the 
mechanism? 

• How did competences of actors change as a result of their involvement in the 
mechanism? 

• How did patterns of interplay among examined actors change as a result of their 
involvement in the mechanism? 

• What are the effects of the utilised mechanisms on vertical policy integration? 

• Have utilised mechanisms led to a change in governance mode related to NSDS 
processes? 

• Under what political-administrative conditions are the examined mechanisms 
transferable? 
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3.3 Methodological approach 

On the basis of the overview presented in chapter 2, the project team, together with 
representatives of the Committee of the Region, selected eleven Member States for an in-
depth analysis of sub-national contributions to NSDSs in the form of country case studies.  

Case studies (Kelle & Kluge, 1999; Przyborski & Wohlrab-Saar, 2008; Atteslander, 2008) are 
an explanatory research methodology which helps to explain how and/or why certain 
contemporary social phenomena and policy processes take place. Because of: a) the study’s 
focus on the question of ‘what works when, where, and how’ in terms of promoting 
sustainable development with the inclusion of sub-national authorities; and b) inclusion of 
context-specific issues, we chose the research methodology of qualitative case studies. Our 
selected cases are not necessarily to be understood as best practice cases, but they aim to 
represent the variety of mechanisms of sub-national involvement in NSDS processes in EU 
Member States (the four types of involvement mechanisms as defined in chapter 2) in various 
political-administrative system, countries of different size, and as well reflecting a mix of 
‘old’ and ‘new’ Member States. In total, we have selected 11 EU Member States out of 24 
that have so far adopted an NSDS. Table 11 below shows the selected eleven EU Member 
States.12 

 

Country 
Type of 

involvement in 
NSDS13 

Political-
administrative 

system14 

Size of the 
country15 

‘Old’ or ‘new’ 
EU Member 

State16 

Austria types II & III federal medium old 

Czech Republic type I centralised medium new 

Denmark types I & IV centralised medium old 

Finland type III centralised medium old 

France type IV centralised large old 

Germany type III federal large old 

Italy type IV federal large old 

Malta types I & II centralised small new 

Slovenia types II & IV centralised small new 

                                                 
12 See also Chapter 4 for an ex post reflection on the examined mechanisms in individual countries. 
13 Please see chapter 2, sub-chapter on ‘Involvement of sub-national levels in NSDS processes’ (pp. 41-47). 
14 We distinguish between “centralised political-administrative systems” (i.e. strong role of the national 
government in policy development and strong steering capacity of national government in policy implementation) 
and “federal political-administrative systems” (i.e. strong role of regions and/or local authorities – besides the 
national government – in policy development and implementation or special constitutional rights of regions and/or 
local authorities in policy development and delivery). 
15 We distinguish between small (population below 5 million), medium (population between 5 and 20 million) and 
large (population above 20 million) EU Member States. 
16 We refer to EU Member States as ‘old’ if they joined the Community between 1957 and 1995 and as ‘new’ if 
they joined between 2004 and 2007.  
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Spain type I federal large old 

UK types I & IV centralised large old 

Table 11. Selected EU Member States for country case studies 

 

A geographical representation of the case study countries can be seen in Figure 5, below. 
Case study countries are depicted in green, while other EU Member States are in grey colour. 
It can be seen that the selection covers a significant part of the EU territory. 
 

 

Figure 5. Case study countries 

 

We utilised two data collection methods for the case studies: semi-structured interviews and 
document analysis. 

We conducted semi-structured qualitative telephone interviews (cf. Froschauer & Lueger, 
2003) on a non-random sample of two to four representatives of regional and local authorities 
(policy-makers and/or public administrators) in each of the 11 case study countries. The 
interview partners were identified either with the help of the national NSDS coordinators or 
were recommended by other interview partners. All of the interview partners have been 
involved in examined NSDS mechanisms in the respective Member States. In some cases we 
had the impression that a different perspective would improve the understanding and 
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presentation of the case; then we interviewed also national-level public administrators or 
representatives of other stakeholders. Identification and contact were somewhat complicated 
by language difficulties and the high-level status of some interview partners. A full list of case 
study interview partners can be found in Annex 4 to this report. 

Interviews have been chosen in order to gain as much qualitative information from the 
interview partners as well as a reflection on the experiences made by being involved in the 
selected mechanisms in the NSDS process. Telephone interviews have been chosen due to 
their lower costs as compared to face-to-face interviews (or focus groups). Due to the limited 
study resources, travel and coordination of interviews in 11 countries (considering also the 
distribution of resource persons within individual case study countries) would not have been 
possible. In exceptional cases, especially when interview partners felt more comfortable in 
answering the interview questions in a written form (mostly because of language problems), 
interviews were conducted via e-mail (and responses translated, when needed). 

Interview guides have been developed on the basis of the 23 exploratory interviews with 
national EU coordinators as well as following the theoretical framework described above. 
Interview guides had to be adapted to a given case study and the examined mechanism, as 
well as the position of the interview partner. A baseline version can be found in Annex 5. 

The interview questions contained concepts developed on the basis of the variables of the 
theoretical framework. The first part of the interview (approximately the first 15 minutes of 
the telephone interview) served to explore the political-administrative context of the country, 
including its relevant actors and actor-relevant variables. The second part focused on gaining 
a rich understanding of the relevant mechanism and concrete involvement of the interview 
partner or his/her institution. The third part served to identify effects of the examined 
practices in the formulated effect categories and search for general judgements. 

Interviews were conducted in English, German, Spanish and Czech. Each telephone interview 
lasted about 45 minutes and was recorded and later transcribed and processed. All interviews 
for the country case studies included in this report were undertaken between May and August 
2008. Statements of the interview partners are presented anonymously. 

Interviews were complemented by document analysis (Bryman, 2005; Przyborski & 
Wohlrab-Saar, 2008; Atteslander, 2008) performed on a non-random sample of policy 
documents, progress reports, studies, guidelines and similar documents. The aim of this data 
collection method was to obtain additional background information on issues that were raised 
during the interviews and to conduct triangulation.   
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3.4 Country case studies 

 

Austria 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

According to its constitution, Austria is a federal state consisting of nine independent regions. 
In all of those policy areas which are not the sole responsibility of the national level, regions 
make their own laws and are responsible for the implementation.  

Each of the nine regions (Bundesländer, NUTS17 2) has its own regional parliament and 
regional government (including government offices as administrative entities). Regions are 
further divided into 35 groups of districts (Bezirke, NUTS 3). Due to the fact that the 
constitution assigns the most important responsibilities in legislation and execution to the 
national level, the policy-making competences of the regions are rather limited. These include 
e.g. built environment, regional culture, nature protection, sport, and tourism. Regions are on 
the other hand responsible for the implementation and execution of national law in areas like  
social policy, health policy, energy policy, and agriculture and forest policy; as such they play 
an important role in implementing legislation adopted at the national level (Talos, et al., 
2000). This outline of the political-administrative system in Austria shows that regions are 
either directly or indirectly responsible for several policies closely related to SD, i.e. they 
play an important role in SD policy development and delivery. Distribution of competences 
between the national level and the regional level varies by issue and sector, but policy-
making competences are possessed by the regions only to a limited extent. 

In most regions in Austria, SD issues and SD coordination fall under the responsibility of the 
regional environmental ministers. In several regions, however, this responsibility lies with the 
First Regional Minister (Landeshauptmann) and his office. Our interview partners indicated 
that the reason for this is an increasing awareness of the importance of coordinating and 
integrating the various sectoral policies, also fostered by the experiences in addressing the 
Global Marshall Plan and Agenda 21. All interview partners agreed that SD should be 
strategically addressed at a high political level and that cross-sectoral integration (sometimes 
also referred to as ‘horizontal integration’) is crucial. However, they also pointed out that 
‘sectoral thinking’ is still very common and established responsibilities and structures are 
difficult to overcome. One interviewee argued that only high-level political commitment for 
SD and personal contacts in other departments of the Regional Government currently foster 
cross-sectoral integration. To sum up, cross-sectoral policy integration at the regional level 
was identified by the interview partners as a crucial challenge in order to move more 

                                                 
17 NUTS stands for"„Nomenclature des Unitées Territoriales Statistiques", or Nomenclature of Territorial Units for 
Statistics. 
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strategically and successfully towards SD. However, sectoral thinking still dominates 
policy-making mainly because of established responsibilities and long-standing structures.  

The interview partners agreed that the vertical cooperation and exchange between the national 
and regional level on SD issues works very well in Austria. Generally, there are formal and 
informal ways of cooperation and exchange. The ‘Expert Conference of SD Coordinators’ is a 
forum of the formal type, where high-level public administrators responsible for SD at the 
national and regional levels meet on a regular basis. The Expert Conference has the aim to 
coordinate SD activities at the national and sub-national levels and also to exchange 
information on new developments. Moreover, there is a regular exchange between the 
Ministry of Environment and regional representatives on SD issues (both political and 
administrative). Both regional interview partners highlighted the good cooperation with 
public administrators in the department of national SD coordination at the Ministry of 
Environment. At the informal level, national and regional public administrators participate in 
working groups, workshops and other event at which topical SD issues are discussed. One 
interview partner suggested: “Over the years, a very good informal cooperation structure has 
developed. Various possibilities of networking are used to discuss issues before decisions are 
taken. Although there are sometimes different viewpoints between the national and regional 
level, this long-standing cooperation structure fosters positive exchange”. Cooperation 
between the regional and local levels is mainly undertaken through Local Agenda 21 
networks and processes, e.g. ‘Agenda 21 Network’ in Upper Austria and the initiative 
‘Ecological Rural Development’ in Styria. To summarise, the formal political and 
administrative interplay on SD issues between the national and regional levels in Austria is 
characterised by good cooperation and regular exchange of information. In addition, 
channels of informal exchange between public administrators responsible for SD from the 
national and regional levels have improved over the years. They foster a positive exchange 
of standpoints on SD policy issues before decisions are taken and network-like governance 
structures.  

Similar to the exchange between the national and the regional levels, there are formal and 
informal means of horizontal cooperation among the regions on SD issues. The formal 
Conference of Regional Environmental Ministers (Landesumweltreferentenkonferenz) is a 
platform of coordination and decision-making at the political level. There are several channels 
that foster informal exchange: Regional SD coordinators (high-level public administrators) 
regularly meet in the working group ‘De-Central SD Strategy’ that is part the Expert 
Conference of SD Coordinators in order to foster cooperation on SD issues. Moreover, every 
one or two years, a ‘Local Agenda 21 Summit’ is organised by one of the regions in 
cooperation with the Ministry of Environment in order to exchange experience with 
implementation of SD activities at the local level. Similarly to the exchange with the 
national level, the exchange among the public administrators from the regional level – 
thanks to the role of a network-like working group – is becoming increasingly informal. 

 

Involvement of regions in the national SD strategy 
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The main focus of this case study is on the involvement of regions in the Committee for a 
Sustainable Austria, an inter-ministerial body that also includes representatives of several 
stakeholder groups, and the Expert Conference of SD Coordinators, an institutionalised 
coordination mechanism between national and regional SD coordinators.   

The Austrian NSDS was adopted by the Federal Government in April 2002. It must be 
understood as an exclusive national SD strategy in which the national government set 
objectives for the national level. Of course, several of these objectives have an impact on the 
policy-making and implementation at the sub-national levels. Nevertheless, all interview 
partners pointed out that they understand the NSDS as mainly binding for the national 
government. At the regional level, two broad approaches to addressing SD issues strategically 
can be seen at the moment: development of regional SD strategies and Local Agendas 21 
frameworks, and establishment of programmes to address SD issues at the business level, 
such as WIN (‘Economic Initiative Sustainability’) in Styria with the aim to foster economic 
growth by corporate management oriented towards SD objectives. 

In the preparation of the NSDS, the sub-national levels were involved in three capacities: i) 
the general consultation process, i.e. ‘informal dialogues’ between public administrators from 
the national Ministry of Environment and the regional SD coordinators as part of the meetings 
in the Expert Conference of the SD Coordinators (established in 2000); ii) meeting between 
public administrators of the Ministry of Environment with representatives of the Association 
of Municipalities; iii) taking part in the Actors’ Network Sustainable Austria round table, a 
network of SD experts coming from the national and sub-national public administrations, 
businesses and academia, organised in order to discuss expectations, processes and 
governance issues in regards to the development of the NSDS.  

The exchange between the national and sub-national levels in the NSDS preparation was 
mainly characterised by informal exchange and network meetings of public administrators. 
However, all of these networks were established before the NSDS development process 
started and their main raison d’etre was general exchange and coordination of SD issues 
and not the NSDS process in particular. 

In terms of NSDS implementation, the regions are involved in two mechanisms: the 
Committee for a Sustainable Austria, and the Expert Conference of SD Coordinators. 

The Committee for a Sustainable Austria, in which the regions were invited to participate, 
was established in 2002 as an inter-ministerial body for steering the NSDS implementation 
process. The Committee consists of about 30 high-level public administrators from 13 
national government ministries and representatives of the following stakeholder groups: 
Austrian Chamber of Labour (3 representatives), Austrian Trade Union (1), Austrian 
Chamber of Agriculture (2), Austrian Chamber of Commerce (1), Federation of Austrian 
Industry (1) and the regions (4). The regional representatives on the regularly-meeting 
Committee are public administrators, regional SD coordinators from four of the nine Austrian 
regions, also taking part in the Expert Conference of SD Coordinators. One is the chairperson 
of the Expert Conference and one is the chair of the Expert Conference’s working group De-
Central SD Strategy, with the other two being representatives of regions that are very active in 
SD. 
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The Committee is stated in the NSDS as the central implementation body: it brings together 
different stakeholder groups in order to “define concrete working programmes [that] contain 
projects and measures with a clear reference to the key objectives of the strategy and with a 
concrete schedule” (BMLFUW, 2002:104). Moreover, the Committee prepares annual 
progress reports on the implemented activities. It should also serve as an important body for 
networking because it aims to link different fields of action and promote direct exchange 
between participants. The NSDS stresses sub-national involvement as “through decentralised 
implementation, the know-how of the local actors is to be used and practical solutions are to 
be realised quickly” (BMLFUW, 2002:109). 

However, the two regional representatives and Committee members we interviewed for this 
study argued that the Committee is a body which mainly coordinates SD policies at the 
national level between the national ministries (horizontal integration). Both agree that the 
Committee did not develop into a body which coordinates the implementation of NSDS 
objectives between the national and sub-national levels. One of the main reasons for this is 
that the regions are neither directly affected by nor directly responsible for many of the issues 
discussed in the Committee. One interview partner suggested that although the Expert 
Conference of SD Coordinators (described below) provided written comments to the 
Committee on several NSDS objectives, the discussion within the regional SD coordinators 
on these issues was limited because regions were not directly affected. Moreover, regions 
were scarcely involved in the development of the working programmes and progress reports.  

However, the Committee’s function to foster the exchange of information between the 
national and regional levels is confirmed by the results of an external evaluation of the 
implementation procedures of the Austrian NSDS (Carius et al., 2005). The regions receive 
first-hand and topical information about SD measures and activities that are planned or 
undertaken at the national level, and they also provide information to the national level about 
activities related to NSDS objectives (e.g. climate policy, social capital) implemented at the 
sub-national level and about the regional and local utilisation of national funding programmes 
for SD issues. Nonetheless, with exception of the SD coordinators from the Ministry of 
Environment, the public administrators from the national ministries were not particularly 
interested in SD activities of the regions, as our interview partners would suggest. Regions 
had rather the role of ‘silent listeners’ with unclear potential contribution to NSDS 
implementation. This has also resulted in a decrease in interest on the part of several regional 
representatives to participate in the Committee meetings: our interviewees argued that their 
personnel and time resources are limited and they have to balance the costs with the value of 
participation. One interview partner argued that “integrating regions in the NSDS 
implementation process by inviting them to participate in the Committee, without developing 
more space for exchange and coordination, is not enough”.   

The ‘Committee for a Sustainable Austria’ was specifically created for NSDS 
implementation and involves several stakeholder groups, including regional public 
administrators. However, since regions were only marginally involved in the development 
of work programmes and progress reports, and no specific space for regional contributions 
and national-regional bargaining was created, the Committee thus presents an institutional 
and procedural change in SD governance mainly at the national level. Nonetheless, 
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Committee meetings were used as one of the platforms for exchanging information between 
the national and regional administrators and networking between the different stakeholder 
groups. 

The second important mechanisms for NSDS implementation is the Expert Conference of 
SD Coordinators, established in 2000 by a decision of the Conference of Regional 
Environmental Ministers. The Expert Conference is also mentioned in the NSDS as one of the 
existing networks and platforms that, in order to achieve efficient NSDS implementation, 
“must be integrated in a suitable manner” (BMLFUW, 2002:100). The members of the Expert 
Conference are 15 SD coordinators (public administrators) of the national and regional 
governments: two representatives of the national Ministry of the Environment and one or two 
representatives of each of the nine regions. Decisions of the Expert Conference must be 
unanimous. The Expert Conference meets twice a year and reports to the Conference of 
Regional Environmental Ministers (political body). According to our interview partners, the 
Expert Conference has four main objectives: to achieve (a) exchange of information between 
the SD activities of the national level and the regions; (b) coordination between the national 
level and the regions in the NSDS implementation; (c) development of common SD standards 
(e.g. quality management of processes, LA21 quality standards); (d) cooperation between the 
regions in developing programmes and activities. The Expert Conference can also establish 
working groups such as the De-central SD Strategy working group. 

Various topics are discussed by the Expert Conference, such as Agenda 21, education for SD, 
SD processes in companies, or the national funding programme Research for Sustainable 
Development. Moreover, common projects are organised, such as the Sustainable Weeks, 
aiming to foster sustainable consumption. According to our interview partners, most of the 
coordination activities are based on NSDS objectives. That is to say, the NSDS is an 
important driver and guideline for the work of the Expert Conference.  

Recently, the importance and responsibility of the Expert Conference has increased 
substantially: by spring 2009 it is to prepare a common SD Strategy for both the national and 
the regional levels (ÖSTRAT) under the mandate given by the Conference of First Regional 
Ministers (Landeshauptleutekonferenz). The ÖSTRAT should consist of a main strategic 
framework with objectives and targets and of a biannually renewed work programme. 
Although covering topics and issues requiring cooperation between levels in the development 
and delivery, the national and the regional levels will still have the opportunity to develop 
their own SD objectives and activities according to their constitutional responsibilities. The 
task of ÖSTRAT’s preparation seems to be a result of long-term cooperation between the 
national and regional levels. The final document will have to be politically adopted by the 
National Government and the Conference of First Regional Ministers to become effective. 
Two members of the Expert conference who we interviewed for this case study argued that 
although the main objective of the Expert Conference remained unchanged, the work on the 
ÖSTRAT has increased its political relevance. According to the interviewees, three changes 
were associated with this process: 

Firstly, the functioning of the Expert Conference has changed: The work on the ÖSTRAT 
established a greater responsibility of the Expert Conference because the national and regional 
level have to agree on common strategic objectives, common topics, a common process and 
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governance arrangements. Secondly, ÖSTRAT should increase coordination of SD policies 
and activities between the political levels: The interview partners mentioned that the 
ÖSTRAT will cover those topics which require a high degree of cooperation between the 
national and regional level. This will enhance the coordination between the political levels 
and, therefore, is a logical advancement of the Expert Conference. Thirdly, better cross-
sectoral integration should be fostered: The national level is no single actor and the Ministry 
of Environment, which is represented in the team developing the ÖSTRAT, needs to 
coordinate the national viewpoint and objectives with the other ministries. Regions also need 
to improve mutual cooperation and the coordination within their political and administrative 
bodies. According to the interview partners, cross-sectoral integration and cooperation at the 
regional level should be made easier since ÖSTRAT is based on a decision by the regional 
first ministers. 

As outlined above, the interview partners argued that the regions were only indirectly 
concerned with the measures outlined in the NSDS. Will the ÖSTRAT now, as the common 
strategy of the national and sub-national levels, change the commitment of the regions as 
regards the agreed objectives? One interview partner argued that the ÖSTRAT may not 
become a paradigm shift of SD policies in the regions and a lot will depend on the portfolio of 
responsible regional ministers. However, he went on to point out that the ÖSTRAT process 
offers the possibility to create clearer SD coordination functions at the regional level. For this, 
it will also be crucial to communicate to the regions the value of ÖSTRAT as a good basis for 
developing regional SD activities and cooperating with the national level and other regions. 

Our interview partners mentioned that invested resources for participation depend on the 
responsibilities of the SD coordinator in the respective regions. Some regional SD 
coordinators can devote half of their time to activities in relation to SD strategies (Expert 
Conference, answers to politicians, organisation of events, development of programmes and 
projects, etc.) whereas others have more limited resources. For the latter, increase of 
personnel resources and political acceptance would be crucial: The interview partners argued 
that political acceptance of Agenda 21 is on the increase because of the demonstrated added 
value of these activities. 

In terms of SD coordination, it is sometimes difficult for politicians to engage with SD in 
their day-to-day work. One interviewee said that “in practice, it is difficult to frame 
everything in relation to SD: Many important activities undertaken in different policy sectors 
contribute to SD but are not explicitly referred to as SD activities. Generally, it is crucial to be 
able to include SD into all policy sectors and thinking of sectoral bodies without making it 
explicit all the time”. 

Interview partners highlighted the space and time for regional interests provided by the Expert 
Conference. Although official meetings of the Experts Conference are organised only twice 
per year, it offers a platform for regional SD coordinators to formulate and discuss regional 
objectives and priorities both among the regional representatives and with the national level. 
The interviewees stressed the regular contact between the regions and the national level 
(especially with the national SD coordinator at the Ministry of the Environment) occurring 
also in-between the meetings. This contact enables to collect different interests and 
standpoints as well as prepare the decisions of the Expert Conference. Moreover, the Expert 
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Conference’s working groups meet on a regular basis and provide a platform for coordination 
and exchange on various issues. As one interview partner argued, “the current structure 
allows to coordinate issues quickly and to provide the basis for political decisions in the 
various fields of activity”. 

The Expert Conference has been an important cooperation and coordination body between 
the national and regional public administrators on SD issues even before the NSDS was 
published in 2002. It fosters continuous and informal exchange between the SD 
coordinators between both levels of administration and also among the regions themselves. 
Since starting work on the common SD strategy for the national and regional levels 
(ÖSTRAT), the Expert Conference has acquired higher political relevance. 

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

The influence of regional representatives on the work and results of the Committee for a 
Sustainable Austria seems to be low. Generally, the regions did neither have much influence 
in developing measures defined in the NSDS working programmes nor in compiling the 
NSDS progress reports. The reasons for this is are that many issues discussed in the 
Committee did not have a direct impact on the regions, and there was not enough time for the 
regions to bring in their viewpoints during the Committee meetings. 

However, we identified several positive effects of the work of the Committee. Our 
interviewees report that participating in the Committee enabled them to establish personal and 
informal contacts, especially with ministry representatives that work on issues which are 
important for the regions and in which they have concrete responsibility (e.g. nature 
protection, social policy, forestry, etc.). Generally, they argue that personal and informal 
contacts increase trust between actors and can lead to better and intensified exchange of 
policy issues.  

One interview partner suggested that regions have influenced policy formulation in the 
context of the NSDS mainly in the area of Local Agenda 21. LA21 and other participation 
processes on SD issues were mainly brought into the discussion by the regions because these 
processes play a particularly important role at the sub-national levels. It seems that in this area 
many of the proposals and ideas formulated by the regions were taken up by the national level 
and used in the NSDS draft. For instance, the NSDS states (BMLFUW, 2002:9): “Sustained 
development can be addressed and implemented with the people only if it involves a wide 
range of participation opportunities. Local Agenda 21 processes constitute one valid 
approach.” Moreover, LA21 is referred to as “core of considerations” in order to involve more 
citizens in shaping their “living spaces”, one of the four fields of action defined in the NSDS 
(BMLFUW, 2002:63). 

Our interview partners pointed out that the cooperation and exchange between the national 
and regional levels was improved thanks to regional representation in the Committee. As a 
result, regions were better informed about the SD policy framework and SD activities pursued 
at the national level, and they also had the opportunity to bring in their interests (although 
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within limited time). Establishment of intensive personal contacts with several important 
public administrators was highlighted as beneficial by both interviewees by, for instance, 
enabling to learn more about funding programmes and, therefore, also distribute more 
thorough information to stakeholders in the region. Moreover, the cooperation between the 
national and regional levels also led to the development of shared initiatives, such as the 
funding programmes for SD activities in businesses that are co-financed by the national and 
regional levels, and, importantly, was a major driver for the development of the ÖSTRAT. 
Regional representation in the Committee also stimulated a more intensive cooperation 
between the regions themselves, e.g. the regional cooperation that was inspired by the work of 
the EcoBusinessPlan Vienna.  

Horizontal integration at the regional level was identified by all interview partners as one of 
the major challenges to a more strategic and successful SD policy delivery. As one of our 
interviewees suggested, regions could have learned from the national-level experience for 
developing their own cross-sectoral activities shared by different regional departments. Also, 
regional SD coordinators can strengthen their legitimacy for their regional-level activities by 
referring to the activities at the national level. 

As major success factors of the Committee and the whole NSDS process, the interviewees 
mentioned the following issues: Firstly, the cross-sectoral integration on the national level 
was fostered by the participation of different ministries in the Committee. Secondly, 
additional stakeholders were included in the NSDS process. Finally, the work of the 
Committee was well prepared and the results of the meetings well communicated among the 
participants.  

To conclude, it must be stressed that the contribution of the regions in the NSDS 
preparation process was – with the exception of their input on LA 21 and participatory 
processes – quite limited. Furthermore, regions could not influence NSDS implementation 
though their participation in the Committee for a Sustainable Austria (i.e. they were neither 
having enough influence on implementation measures, nor in compiling progress reports). 
However, participation in the Committee had several other effects that can be considered as 
important for the regions: Firstly, a better cooperation and exchange on NSDS issues 
between the national and regional public administrators could have been achieved that also 
led to other cooperation mechanisms, e.g. SD funding schemes. Secondly, regional public 
administrators could establish personal and informal contacts not existing before with 
representatives of different national ministries. Therefore, the Committee also resulted in a 
change of interplay between national and regional public administrators, i.e. establishing 
more informal cooperation and increasing intensity of exchange. Finally, we have observed 
several spillover effects: participating in the Committee fostered substantive learning and 
increased capacities among the regional public administrators, i.e. learning how to address 
cross-sectoral policy integration, which is generally a crucial challenge for the regions in 
SD policy; it helped regional SD coordinators to push SD at the regional level by referring 
to concrete SD activities on the national level and thus achieving more legitimacy for their 
work in the regions. 

The two representatives of the Expert Conference of SD Coordinators pointed out that all 
nine regions have a strong impact on the decisions of the Expert Conference. All decisions 
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need to be taken unanimously, and, therefore, regional representatives need to discuss all 
topics in detail and find a common position. Regional contribution to NSDS implementation 
through the Expert Conference was, however, limited and focused on individual policy fields. 
Since the measures defined in the NSDS implementation process were mainly directed 
towards national ministries and its objectives have not been translated well for the regional 
and local levels, there was a felt implementation deficit of the NSDS at the sub-national level. 
On the other hand, the regions contributed to NSDS objectives and implementation in those 
areas which affect them the most, particularly Local Agenda 21 and rural policies. For 
instance, through the coordination between the national and regional levels in the Experts 
Conference it was possible to introduce a separate measure for Agenda 21 into the Austrian 
Rural Development Programme, with the allocation of about €10 million for the duration of 
the programme (2007-13). 

Our results also indicate that the Expert Conference was also able to bring in more regional 
and local perspectives in the general discussion about NSDS implementation, i.e. a stronger 
orientation towards specific stakeholder groups and to regard the sub-national level as the 
‘landing place of SD’. Due to the cooperation of all nine Austrian regions in the Expert 
Group, a different kind of approach in SD strategy development and policy delivery could 
have been established that is less top-down and takes into account sub-national concerns to a 
higher extent than has previously been the case. The national level was able to acquire 
information from the regions about practical issues of concern and challenges in the 
implementation on the ground. According to the interviewees, this development has strongly 
influenced the approach now taken in the ÖSTRAT development process.  

The cooperation between the regional SD coordinators was strengthened through the joint 
work in the Expert Conference. As one interview partner argued, “a good culture of personal 
cooperation has developed” which also led to the development of common projects. 
Moreover, the information exchange in the Expert Conference allowed SD coordinators to 
learn about SD activities and programmes in other regions as well as their success factors and 
challenges. Reportedly, this information exchange also helped individual SD coordinators in 
their own regions to put pressure upon the politicians to implement similar activities. For 
instance, the Expert Conference helped to implement a comprehensive LA 21 programme in 
Lower Austria, ‘Municipality 21’. 

One of the interview partners argued that the major success factor of the Expert Conference 
was that it represented “a new governance model which creates with simple means important 
synergies and inter-linkages between the different political levels”. The Expert Conference 
has a flexible structure which enables to quickly exchange information about important SD 
issues, e.g. objectives of the renewed EU SDS, EU funding schemes, national and sub-
national SD activities. The interviewees identified several future challenges: Firstly, it is 
important to maintain the consensus-oriented climate in the Expert Conference. Secondly, it is 
necessary to develop mechanisms to foster cross-sectoral integration in practice, especially in 
view of the strong sectoral organisation of the regional administrations.  

The contribution of regions to NSDS implementation through the Expert Conference of SD 
Coordinators was also limited, mainly because the NSDS is binding for the national level 
only. However, the cooperation in the Expert Conference brought more regional and local 
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perspectives into the whole SD strategy and policy delivery process, focusing on sectoral 
policy fields or areas of highest relevance to the regions (e.g. LA 21, rural policies): Public 
administrators on the national level became more aware of sub-national issues which led to 
a less top-down oriented approach in SD policy. Moreover, the regular exchange among 
regional SD coordinators fostered the development of common projects and helped the 
individual coordinators to put pressure on policy-makers in their own regions to implement 
successful SD activities of other regions. Furthermore, it is important to note that the long-
time cooperation between national and regional public administrators in the Expert 
Conference fostered the identification of the need to develop a common SD strategy for 
both the national and regional levels (ÖSTRAT). Thanks to its preparatory work on the 
common SD strategy, the importance of Expert Conference in SD policy has increased – 
common strategic objectives need to be defined, more policy coordination is required and 
cross-sectoral issues need to be addressed. Generally, the work on the ÖSTRAT increases 
the possibility of the regions to formulate and/or change SD objectives on both national and 
regional levels. 

 

Austria 

Background factors: • Federal political system 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 
• National Ministry of the Environment (high-level public 

administrators responsible for SD) 

Regional level: 

• First Regional Ministers and/or Regional Environmental 
Ministers (political) 

• Regional SD coordinators (high-level public administrators 
responsible for SD) 

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Both formal and informal cooperative interplay exists 
between national and regional levels, especially at the 
administrative level (through the Expert Conference, 
working groups, workshops) 

• Increasing role of informal structures 

Horizontal: 

• Formal and political through the Conference of Regional 
Environmental Ministers (regional level) 

• Informal, administrative and cooperative through the 
working groups of the Expert Conference 

• Increasing role of informal structures 

Good practice 1 – Expert Conference of SD Coordinators: 

• A mechanism that was established before the NSDS and utilised for the NSDS 
process. 

• Participation of high-level public administrators participate (national SD 
coordinators and regional SD coordinators). 

• Mandate given by high-level political bodies (Conference of Regional 
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Environmental Ministers, Conference of First Regional Ministers) provides 
increased political relevance and the opportunity to influence policy decisions and 
implementation provisions. Its strategic mandate explicitly includes important 
aspects of horizontal and vertical integration. 

• Interaction of SD coordinators has over the years resulted in the development of 
informal relations and network structures. We believe that this informal aspect 
contributed to the launch of additional cross-sectoral initiatives (WIN, LA21). 

Transferability factors: 

• Consensus-oriented political approach in combination with a federal political 
system are favourable conditions to fully transfer this mechanism. 

• The effectiveness of an institutional body such as the Expert Conference highly 
depends on its network structure and as such needs space and time to establish 
commonly accepted visions and informal relations among its participants. 

• An important precondition is that regional SD coordinators have a clear mandate 
within their regional administration, collaborate with various sectoral departments at 
the regional level to establish cross-sectoral policy integration and, ideally, have the 
support of a high-level regional politician. 

• Since in order to have real impact beyond just publishing declarations such a body 
requires high-level political backing and a clear mandate for developing and 
implementing SD-related policies coordination body, we assess it as being of a 
medium degree of transferability. 

Good practice 2 – Committee for a Sustainable Austria: 

• Regions have to be recognised as an official stakeholder group. 

• Essentially, the Committee has quite important functions, including the preparation 
of work programmes. 

• Access to usable knowledge. 

• One of its side effects is capacity-building as the regional SD coordinators involved 
became aware of the challenges of horizontal integration and have the opportunity 
to transfer practices working at the national level to the regional level. 

• Since all sectoral ministries are represented in the Committee, regional SD 
coordinators have the opportunity to develop informal contacts with these high-level 
national ministerial administrators. 

• The Committee provides a certain measure of legitimacy to the regional SD 
coordinators to put forth at the regional level policy proposals that are similar to 
those employed at the national level. 

Transferability factors: 

• If such personnel as the regional SD coordinators exist, they should be involved in 
administrative, national-level, inter-ministerial bodies such as the Committee. 
Provided this participation has some real meaning and therefore prevents 
dissatisfaction, over time regional representatives can develop fruitful informal 
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contacts with national-level administrators. 

• It could be argued that participation of these regional representatives is necessary 
especially in federal political systems where regions have strong competences and 
relatively independent regional strategies, otherwise the NSDS process might find 
itself lacking support of the sub-national levels. Also, if the regions launch their 
own regional SD-oriented strategic initiatives, the costs for issue-oriented vertical 
policy integration would increase. 

• In several countries regional SD coordinators have high-level administrative 
positions. They need to be provided with a meaningful space (deeper involvement, 
opportunity to contribute with expertise on implementing SD on the ground) in 
order to contribute to a better coordination of SD policies between the national and 
sub-national levels. We assess this practice as being of a high degree of 
transferability. 
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Czech Republic 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

The Czech Republic, independent since 1993, became a member of the European Union in 
2004. Since the fall of the communist regime in 1989 two public administration reforms have 
been conducted in the Czech Republic. These reforms resulted in a deconcentration and 
regionalisation of state competences and also changed the vertical structure of political 
institutions. Today, Czech Republic recognizes the sub-national political-administrative levels 
of regions (NUTS 3) and municipalities (NUTS 5). Former counties18 (NUTS 4) have been 
disbanded. 

The body with the clearest formal mandate for sustainable development is the national-level 
Governmental Committee for Sustainable Development (with 2 out of its 32 members being 
representatives of the regions). Sustainable development agenda is overseen by the Ministry 
of the Environment (including patronage over the National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development and the Governmental Committee), however the Ministry for Local 
Development can also be considered an important actor in this respect. Other ministries have 
administrative-level focal persons responsible for the implementation of sustainable 
development agenda in their respective sectors. 

The Czech Republic is divided into 14 self-governed regions (kraje), governed by elected 
hetmans and regional parliaments. A regional administration office (RAO) is the main 
administrative body of every region; however, a region has the freedom to choose any 
appropriate organisational structure for its RAO. RAOs are responsible both for delegated 
execution of state administration as well as the execution of regional self-administration. 
Examples of delegated execution are social care, land use planning oversight, preparation of 
energy utilisation concepts and waste management plans, integrated pollution prevention and 
control (IPPC) or environmental impact assessment (EIA), in which a national Ministry acts 
in the role of a methodical leader. The region has also freedom to set its own priorities, utilize 
resources, pursue strategies and implement measures such as in the area of environmental 
education. Persons clearly responsible for sustainable development agenda are rare in the 
regions. In some a Local Agenda 21 coordinator (a public administrator of the RAO) becomes 
responsible for the SD agenda, in others it is the environmental departments of the RAOs. 

The lowest level of political-administrative division in the Czech Republic is that of the 
municipalities (obce, ca. 6250 in number). The local level is solely responsible for water 
treatment and management and the role of municipalities in energy use planning and waste 
management is still growing. In terms of competences three types of municipalities are 

                                                 
18 Previously existing county-level administration (of 76 counties, okresy, at NUTS 4 level) has been disbanded 
and its competences, as well as its personnel, divided between regions and municipalities with expanded 
competences (NUTS 5). 
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recognised in the Czech Republic; most important are the ‘municipalities with expanded 
competences’ (205 in number), which are responsible for state-administration issues such as 
elderly care, waste management, forestry, fisheries or road maintenance. Clear responsibility 
for sustainable development is even rarer at the local level19; however, the new construction 
law (valid since 1 January 2008) grants municipalities the right to establish local committees 
for SD. One of the interviewees stressed that the second public administration reform has not 
resulted in as extensive transfer of national competences to the regions as expected. There are, 
on the other hand, worries that the delegation and transfer of competences to the municipal 
level are not accompanied by appropriate financial and informational support from the 
national level. 

On the basis of shared interests or characteristics municipalities often form voluntary 
associations in the form of micro-regions. These usually serve specific development needs of 
a given sub-region and in effect operate between the levels of NUTS 4 and NUTS 5. It is also 
quite common that micro-regions (425 in number) cross regional borders. 

An additional type of structure is worth noting. The agencies for the implementation of EU 
Structural Funds have been established at the NUTS 2 level where no administrative or 
political bodies exist. Although the agencies do not have the power to develop their own 
policies, they are responsible for allocation of funding channelled to actors at lower levels 
(including public actors). 

The Czech Republic today has three main political-administrative levels: the national level, 
the regional level and the local level. Distribution of competences of both kinds (delegation 
of execution of state administration and transfer of competence) varies significantly by 
issue and sector. In many areas, such as in the case of the climate change strategy, the sole 
responsibility lies with the national level; in other examples, listed above, the regional level 
and the municipal level play varying roles in policy-making and implementation. 

Vertical coordination and exchange between the above-mentioned actors across different 
levels faces several challenges. According to one interviewee, the Governmental Committee 
“has only limited instruments to communicate the [national sustainable development] strategy 
to the regional level” and it seems that virtually no communication on sustainable 
development from the ministries to the regions or municipalities occurs. The NGO Healthy 
Cities of the Czech Republic (HCCR) and its informal network, having access to the 
Committee, serves in the unique role of a non-institutionalised channel of communication 
between actors interested in the sustainable development and Local Agenda 21 problematique 
both across levels and within levels and both at the political level and at the administrative 
level. At the administrative level the HCCR enables regions and municipalities to get in touch 
with national-level officials or to exchange best practices, although at the political level 
sustainable development does not seem to be a priority of the current ruling party even in the 
regions. 

Regions also had the opportunity to utilise EU Structural Funds (the measure 3.3 of the 
Common Regional Operational Programme aimed at strengthening administrative and 

                                                 
19 Since municipal officials have often quite specialised agendas the political will of a mayor in supporting SD 
agenda by establishing clear competences is of significant importance. 
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absorption capacity) to strengthen vertical interaction between the regional and local levels. 
For example, the Vysočina region could involve municipalities and micro-regions in regional 
planning and community planning at a level not seen previously: 45 round tables for the local 
actors to express their needs and priorities in regional development were organised in this 
region only. Their results were utilized in planning documents of the ROA as well as 
communicated to municipalities and agencies implementing EU Structural Funds. In addition, 
the region managed to support municipalities in implementing Local Agenda 21 initiatives. 

Formal coordination and direct exchange between the national and sub-national levels is 
very limited at both political and administrative levels. This gap has been overcome by the 
network of Healthy Cities of the Czech Republic, which represents a vital parallel structure 
fostering informal communication of various actors, not only public, interested in 
sustainable development across and within political-administrative levels. Regions had the 
opportunity to utilise EU Structural Funds for involving the municipal level in regional 
strategic processes. 

 

Involvement of regions in the national SD strategy 

 

The most prominent mechanism of involvement of regional authorities in the NSDS process 
in the Czech Republic were the regional round tables for the review of the national 
strategy for sustainable development (RRTs). The round tables, employed in the review 
stage of the NSDS policy cycle, are relevant to our study due to several reasons. First of all, 
they provide an example of sub-national involvement in the general consultation process of 
preparation of a new NSDS that served not only to receive inputs into the revision process, 
but also to raise awareness for NSDS objectives at the regional level. Secondly, they were 
employed only recently (throughout 2006 and 2007). Thirdly, Czech Republic is also a recent 
EU member. As stated above, in order to achieve coverage of a diverse array of practice 
across the EU we wanted to include several examples from new Member States (although not 
necessarily representative examples) in the study. Fourthly, there are innovative elements 
present in the case – the RRTs were organised by the regional authorities themselves 
(although under general guidance of the national level) and the overall design, moderation and 
processing of results is performed by an NGO network that in the Czech Republic serves as 
an informal channel of communication and capacity-building on SD between actors of various 
levels. 

The RRTs were proposed in 2006 by the Governmental Committee for Sustainable 
Development, which was also the body responsible for the review of the strategy. The stated 
aim was to “formulate what are the problems that, according to the regional authorities and 
other regional subjects, accompany the implementation of sustainable development in the 
Czech Republic”20, in practice meaning gathering of comments and proposals for the review 
of the existing NSDS. RAOs were asked to organize the events on the basis of guidelines 

                                                 
20 http://www.nszm.cz/cb21/ur/KKS_zakladniInfo.pdf. 
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from the Committee. Facilitation of the meetings and formulation of outcomes was delegated 
to the HCCR Bureau. In 2006, 4 RRTs were organised, and in 2007 the remaining 10. 

RAOs had an organisational role during the preparation of RRTs, inviting relevant 
stakeholders (including regional politicians) and providing the necessary venue and 
equipment. RAOs possess a certain measure of influence over their territory and have in many 
cases intensive contact with numerous regional actors, such as regional business chambers 
and other associations, enabling them to conduct effective dissemination of information. 
Therefore they were the ones to inform regional and local stakeholder associations and 
individual stakeholders (including municipal authorities) of the organization of the round 
tables and the open opportunity to comment on the strategy. They also bore the costs 
associated with the events (organising personnel, invitation and communication costs). Travel 
expenses of the participants were not remunerated. 

The input into the regional round tables was shared across three actors: the Governmental 
Committee for Sustainable Development provided high-level political backing and general 
impetus, including the overall purpose and nature of the process; Regional Administration 
Offices provided administrative personnel, venue and dissemination capacity; and the 
Healthy Cities of the Czech Republic NGO network provided process facilitation and 
outcome formulation expertise. 

All 14 RRTs had a common format, designed by the HCCR. Morning sessions were attended 
by several representatives of the administrative level of the national ministries (persons 
responsible for sustainable development) and the political representation of the region (most 
notably chiefs of divisions, especially of the environment). Typically up to ten participants 
met in the morning sessions and the regional politicians presented questions and pressing 
problems of the region for the discussion. The interviewees from the regional and local levels 
seem to share the view that the morning sessions did not serve to achieve any tangible 
outcomes; their function was rather seen as raising the interest of regional political 
representatives in SD as well as informing them about the purpose of the event. It has been 
stressed, however, that it is questionable whether a one-off event such as this could have an 
impact on the interest of regional politicians (our experience also from other case studies 
shows that long-lasting changes and cooperation are achieved in social settings where 
participants meet regularly and on a long-term basis so they also have the opportunity to 
develop informal ties). 

Afternoon sessions were aimed at stakeholder representatives. Participants were divided into 
nine thematic working groups: public administration and strategic development; environment; 
healthy lifestyle; leisure, culture and sports; social issues; education; enterprise; agriculture 
and rural issues; transport. It seems that the division of stakeholder representatives into 
working groups did not follow a set procedure: in some RRTs they reportedly were able to 
choose based on their interest, but we noted a case where participants were assigned to groups 
based on their stakeholder affiliation. Ministerial officials usually joined these working 
groups as well. The groups were self-moderated and the output of their work should have 
represented a collective vision of their members, which was at the end of the day also 
presented to the joint assembly. These resulting comments and proposals of each RRT were 
then recorded and processed by the facilitators from the HCCR, placed into their online 
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database titled Dataplán (http://dataplan.info/), aggregated and restructured according to the 
competencies of individual sectoral ministries, and communicated to the focal persons at the 
ministries. The database also tracks whether each of the comments has been reflected in the 
revised strategy or taken into account by some other initiative. 

Several shortcomings of the RRTs were highlighted by our interviewees. One of them was 
that the national level had provided only very little support in terms of information and 
finance. For example, even though the intent of the RRT has been communicated, background 
materials (such as full proposed text of the strategy, summary of the strategy, information 
describing the running of the RRTs and what is expected of the participants) were not 
provided in advance to at least several RAOs. Also, the dearth of any information on the 
strategy in non-technical language or a website devoted to the review (or more specifically the 
consultation process) meant that RAOs had to draft the invitations and accompanying 
materials by themselves. Since an NSDS is a document with a very high level of aggregation, 
it is difficult to effectively communicate such an event: it is possible that if sector-specific 
handouts would have been prepared by the Committee and sent to the stakeholders, the 
interest for RRTs could have been higher. 

Another shortcoming highlighted by several interviewees is the lack of feedback provided to 
the participants following the event. Ideally, the participants would get varied information 
regarding their input: how it was processed, where in the strategy proposal their input was 
reflected (and if not, why), in what stage of the process of strategy preparation they have been 
involved, how can ‘their’ RRT be compared with others in terms of outcomes, etc. However, 
according to our interviewees not even RAOs were informed about the results of the RRTs. 
Although the results of the events can be found in the Dataplán online database, only actors 
with a strong interest in Local Agenda 21 ever use it. Such a shortcoming can lead to an 
erosion of trust between regional authorities and regional stakeholders, and to an increase in 
reluctance of the actors to participate in stakeholder involvement exercises in the future. 

RRTs consisted of morning sessions where national and regional administrators met with 
regional-level political representatives, and afternoon sessions with workgroups consisting 
of the above-mentioned administrators and regional and local stakeholder representatives. 
Lack of informational support from the national level as well as insufficient feedback to the 
participants after the events have been identified as key shortcomings of RRTs. 

In addition to the RRTs the support of the national level to Local Agenda 21 (LA21) is worth 
mentioning. The Ministry of the Environment and the Workgroup for Local Agenda 21 of the 
Governmental Committee provide informational, methodological (guidebooks) and financial 
support to municipalities (subsidies for NGOs, revolving fund, reflection of LA21 in EU 
Structural Funds, inclusion of LA21 in  the Ministry of Interior’s grant scheme on quality of 
public administration). Various local stakeholder representatives, including mayors and 
deputy mayors, are members of the work group. A good partnership-building instrument is 
the database of Local Agendas 21 (http://ma21.cenia.cz/) which also serves to track and 
formally evaluate progress of not only municipalities (currently more than 85 registered) but 
also micro-regions and regions. 
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Summary and recommendations 

 

Expectations of the interviewed regional authorities regarding the outcomes of the RRTs can 
be described as having been relatively low. One of the reasons is that regional authorities had 
been placed into the position of middlemen. On the one hand, RRTs had been perceived as a 
request of the national level that had to be fulfilled. The political level in the regions 
supposedly had not expected to use the results of RRTs for e.g. a regional sustainable 
development strategy. But on the other hand, it had been felt that the region could be passing 
up an opportunity were it to decide to not voice its comments. Also, at least some local 
authorities already active in Local Agenda 21 expected that RRTs would lead to increased 
support for their efforts by regional authorities. 

Even though in regions such as Vysočina round tables on strategic topics were organised with 
a relatively high frequency, regional and local actors (including local-level political 
representation) appreciated having the opportunity to express their views on a national 
strategic document, especially in such a relatively early phase.21 However, in regions without 
extensively developed channels of communication on sustainable development with both 
stakeholders at the regional level and the municipalities the RRTs might not have reached 
their full potential in achieving broad participation and raising interest in SD due to the 
shortcomings in information provision prior to the event. Also, one of our interviewees 
observed that a preparation or review of an NSDS should be vibrant throughout the whole 
process, i.e. not involving the regions in a one-time event only followed by many months of 
low-key work. 

Although in an experienced region such as Vysočina the RRT might not have had any 
discernible impact, in our opinion it  can still be said that the RRTs contributed to the 
interest of regional and local authorities in SD (i.e. achieved positive changes in awareness 
and political will). Since the round tables translated the complex concept of sustainable 
development into more tangible issues, it is quite probable that they have contributed to the 
understanding of sustainable development of the participants and their capability to advocate 
it in their constituencies. Positive outcomes have been observed also at the national level: the 
RRTs were beneficial for the  ministerial officials involved as they have contributed to their 
interest of having regional priorities in national-level strategies and other policy initiatives 
as well as their interest to utilise such instrument in other policy areas (i.e. a potential 
cross-sectoral diffusion of practice). 

However, up to this date the actual impact of stakeholders’ efforts in the RRTs on the 
proposed national strategy was not properly communicated, which in several regions could 
have damaged the trust between regional and local stakeholders and regional authorities. 
Since the RRTs, the proposed strategy has gone through three versions and several rounds of 
comments and public participation events, but the final version will be ready only at the end 
of 2009. It is therefore also difficult to judge whether the RRTs (and regional or local 
authorities through the RRTs) contributed to any change of national policy objectives. 

                                                 
21 Regions usually have to lobby through the Association of Regions in order to meaningfully enter national-level 
strategic processes. 
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In terms of impact on actors no significant changes in distribution of competences, 
interests or capacities of actors, actor constellations or long-term interplay have been 
observed. 

The extensive participatory process signifies a strong participatory dimension to governance. 
Even though no additional settings for repeated interaction between actors have been created 
by the RRTs, the role of the HCCR in strategy preparation (and sustainable development 
processes in the Czech Republic in general) is an indication of network governance. 

To sum up, observable outcomes of the regional round tables as well as the contribution of 
regional and local authorities to the NSDS process at this moment are only slight, as they 
have been marred by improper timing and shortcomings in communication prior to and 
after the events. Perhaps one of the most significant outcomes is the increase in interest on 
the part of national-level administrative staff in involving regional actors to a higher extent 
in future planning processes. Overall the NSDS review process provides many opportunities 
for a more participatory and non-hierarchical governance. 

As barriers the following have been identified: 

• Insufficient provision of information at the national level – missing information 
instruments such as an NSDS-devoted website, summary of the NSDS, translation of 
the complex sustainable development problematique into more practical terms, 
explanatory articles in plain language etc. 

• Low informational support to the organisers at the regional level in terms of the 
purpose, organisation, outputs and context of the event. 

• Providing timely and detailed feedback is of crucial importance. Participants should 
not feel that the event was a waste of their time. This erodes trust in the regional 
authorities and increases their reluctance to participate in the future.  

Based on the above we can formulate the following recommendations: 

• The round table format seems to be ideal for smaller geographical units. Arguably the 
smaller the geographical area, the deeper knowledge can be gained through 
participatory processes, although it also increases the challenge of aggregation. 

• Also, mechanisms to strengthen participation of representatives of ministries that are 
of crucial importance for sustainable development in the round tables should be found. 

• The complex and abstract problematique of sustainable development should be 
translated into more concrete issues both in communication about the events as well as 
in the discussions during the events. 

• In more general terms, one of our interviewees suggested that it is important to ensure 
better conditions for the regional SD coordinators to more easily cross inter-
departmental organisational borders, create working groups, disseminate information 
or foster joint work on strategic initiatives. This, however, requires strong political 
will in the region. 
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Czech Republic 

Background factors: 
• Centralised political system 
• Regions are small 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 

• Ministry of the Environment (administrative) 
• Ministry for Local Development (administrative) 
• Other national ministries (administrative) 
• Governmental Committee for SD (political and 

administrative) 

Special regional level 
(NUTS 2): 

• Agencies for the implementation of EU Structural Funds 
(administrative) 

Regional level: 

• Political representation of the region (hetman, council 
members) 

• Regional administration offices – LA21 coordinators or 
environmental departments 

Municipal level: 
• Mayors (political) 
• SD-responsible public administrators 
• Local committees for SD 

Other stakeholders: • NGO Healthy Cities of the Czech Republic (HCCR) 

Patterns of interplay: 
Vertical: • Formal exchange between the national and sub-national 

levels is very low 
• In some regions very good involvement of municipalities in 

regional planning and support to LA21 
• NGO Healthy Cities of the Czech Republic (HCCR) forms 

an informal network with participation of both 
administrators (from all political-administrative levels) and 
political representatives (mainly from the local level) 

Horizontal: • Exchange between regions has low intensity 
• Good cooperation between municipalities, especially 

through voluntary micro-regions 

Good practice – Regional Round Tables: 

• Although the regional authorities were placed in the position of ‘middlemen’, their 
role in the process ensures effective commitment and ownership. 

• The event captured the interest of regional politicians. 

• Issue-based and cross-sectoral discussion, translating SD into concrete issues 
(thanks to the participation of representatives of various national ministries as well 
as various sub-national stakeholders). 

• Properly designed format of the event (involvement of both political and 
administrative levels as well as national, regional and local levels, themes of the 
workgroups etc.). 

• Structured database of results, showing where individual inputs originate, to which 
NSDS theme they are relevant, in whose competence they lie, and what measures 
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have been taken to address them. 

Transferability factors: 

• High-level patronage (such as by the MoE) is of critical importance. The will of the 
central administration to involve sub-national actors is obviously the precondition 
for such an endeavour. 

• Well-developed channels of communication between the regional administration 
and regional and local stakeholders (regional business chambers, unions, NGOs, 
municipal administrations etc.) are very important. 

• Interest of regional-level politicians is vital. 

• Such an event is effective especially in smaller territories. 

• Ideally, national level would adequately communicate with the region both prior to 
and after the event. Usable information on the process and its results should be 
available both to the regional administration as well as regional and local 
stakeholders. 

• Ideally, the process would be more interactive in order to allow repeated meetings 
(e.g. in the workgroups). 

• Due to the extensive roles of regional authorities, neutral actor (HCCR), and 
centralistic political system we deem this practice to be of low to medium degree of 
transferability. 
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Denmark 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

Denmark, a member of the European Communities since 1973, is a constitutional monarchy 
with an elected parliament (Folketing) and government as bodies with main legislative and 
executive power. 

A major reform of the political-administrative system in Denmark took place recently: The 
Danish Municipal Reform became effective on 1 January 2007. The main aim of the reform 
was to reduce the number of political-administrative levels. The thirteen counties (amter, 
NUTS 3) were replaced by five regions (regioner, NUTS 2) and 11 NUTS 3 units. The 
number of municipalities (NUTS 5) was reduced from 270 to 98 by merging smaller 
municipalities into bigger units. The reform, however, has not only reduced the number of 
sub-national levels, but has also changed the responsibilities at these levels and the interplay 
of actors.  

The regions have lost several responsibilities (previously executed by the counties) to the 
municipalities. Regions are now mainly responsible for health care, with about 90% of the 
regions’ budget allocated for health services. Regions are not allowed to levy taxes and 
therefore their budgets are financed primarily by a national tax combined with funds from the 
national government and municipalities. Regions can also develop their own strategies (e.g. 
on regional economic development, environment etc.), but cannot directly implement them or 
enforce policies on the municipalities.  

With the reform in 2007, municipalities (kommuner) were made responsible for implementing 
national legislation and have important tasks in local economy, education (primary schools), 
environment, labour market, and wage and employer issues. They have acquired 
responsibilities in land use planning and environmental policy which formerly belonged to 
counties, extending the scope of local-level decision-making. Although municipalities are 
primarily concerned with implementing national environmental laws, they nevertheless can 
make amendments regarding local environmental concerns and local economic necessities. As 
one interview partner pointed out, balancing these two issues is a major issue in most 
municipalities. The shift in responsibilities also created the challenge of more holistic policy 
approaches, but also of closer cooperation across municipalities on issues like transport, 
wastewater treatment, waste management or recreation areas. One interviewee therefore 
suggested that the reform also led to challenges associated with capacities. Some towns and 
cities already had broad and varied capacities, while smaller municipalities had to extend their 
personnel, develop the capacity to administer bigger budgets, etc. 

Municipalities develop their own policy strategies (e.g. for SD or sectoral policies) and define 
policy objectives for the local level. For instance, Lolland has prepared an SD strategy and 
Fredrikshavn’s strategic approach to energy issues resulted in the initiative ‘Energy City 
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Fredriskhavn’ (www.energycity.dk/, more details below). (Both municipalities are further 
examined in this case study, see below.) 

The Danish Municipal Reform of 2007 resulted in substantive learning and the increase of 
responsibilities in sectoral policies led to a more holistic perspective and build-up of 
personnel and financial capacities. Also the interplay between actors has been affected: 
there is now a more immediate contact between the national and local levels for both  
policy-makers and  public administrators. 

All Danish municipalities are represented by an association, Local Government Denmark 
(www.kl.dk). The association not only represents the interests of municipalities at the national 
and regional levels (by e.g. commenting in public consultation processes on draft legislation 
and policy proposals) but also serves as an information channel for all its members and offers 
advice to individual municipalities. For instance, in cooperation with the Ministry of the 
Environment and the regions it publishes a quarterly newsletter on LA 21 with the aim of 
disseminating locally relevant information on SD initiatives undertaken in different 
municipalities.   

Because Denmark is a small country, the interviewees pointed out that cooperation among 
policy-makers and public administrators from the national and sub-national levels is generally 
good and also involves many informal contacts. Regarding SD policy, the local authorities 
mainly cooperate with the Ministry of Environment and the newly-created Ministry for 
Climate and Energy. Both representatives from the municipalities pointed out that they 
collaborate with policy-makers and public administrators from both ministries alike. Thanks 
to long-established personal contacts with public administrators, the exchange with the 
national ministries is often informal and quick. Both interviewees highlighted the importance 
of senior public administrators in national ministries who have gained knowledge about SD 
issues over the years and are the main persons the municipalities address with their concerns. 
The representative of Local Government Denmark argued that the exchange and cooperation 
between the national government and the municipalities mainly depends on the topic and the 
respective ministers: Close cooperation and direct dialogues between the government 
ministries and the municipalities is common on issues that have high priority for the 
government; moreover, the approach of the individual ministers is decisive, e.g. the current 
Minister of Environment considers a close cooperation with the different stakeholder groups 
as important and holds meetings with municipalities on different topics. Therefore, informal 
contacts and exchange between public administrators at the national and regional levels 
are traditionally very intensive in Denmark. However, the intensity of exchange depends on 
policy priorities of national ministries and the approach of individual national ministers 
(traditionally very approachable for local policy-makers and public administrators).  

All interview partners mentioned that a good cooperation and close contacts exist among 
municipalities, especially among neighbouring municipalities. For instance, the municipality 
of Lolland closely cooperates with two neighbouring municipalities on leadership of SD, 
energy and environmental policy issues for the 17 municipalities that make up the Region of 
Zealand (Region Sjælland). Another example is the June 2008 conference organised in 
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relation to the ‘Project Zero’22 by the municipality of Sønderborg, at which public 
administrators from neighbouring municipalities also took part in order to establish close 
cooperation among municipalities that develop ambitious energy policy objectives. Together, 
these municipalities aim to create pressure upon national policy-makers to amend legislation 
to foster a better implementation of renewable energy resources. Moreover, in response to the 
municipal reform Local Government Denmark has developed a means to foster exchange 
among municipalities and help them to effectively develop capacities: municipalities from the 
same region hold regular meetings, discuss topics of concern relevant for the participating 
municipalities and exchange experience with implementing policies. The 2007 municipal 
reform stimulated a more intensive cooperation and networking between municipalities, 
with the result of common policy objectives (e.g. for energy and environmental policy) and 
joint projects. This seems to suggest a move towards stronger network governance. 
Formulation of common policy interests also enables municipalities to exert political 
pressure in different policy issues (e.g. energy policy) at the national level. 

 

Involvement of local authorities in the national SD strategy 

 

This case study focuses on direct meetings of local representatives with individual 
government ministers, involvement of local representatives in the preparation of the national 
Energy Strategy and the municipal carbon calculator, as well as SD activities in the 
municipalities and their links to the NSDS. 

Although Denmark reportedly has a long tradition of participation and stakeholder inclusion 
in policy-making, this does not seem to apply to the NSDS. The interviews suggest that 
cooperation with numerous stakeholder groups has not been pursued during the preparation of 
the NSDS, and municipalities were only indirectly involved in the preparation of the current 
NSDS of 2002 by providing comments in the general consultation process. The NSDS as such 
was not intended as a policy guiding document for implementing SD policies – the NSDS is 
taken as just one of many national policy strategies and, for that matter, not particularly well-
known or taken into account in the implementation of SD policies. There was a general 
feeling among the interview partners that the NSDS was not overly ambitious and lacked 
reference to practical policy issues at the local level. In Lolland, however, the NSDS as well 
as the key EU strategies (EU SDS and Lisbon Strategy) were taken into account when 
developing local SD and energy strategies. This was due to the benefits of: i) not having to 
reconsider topics and objectives of already existing SD strategies; and ii) having the 
opportunity to get approval and receive funding from national or EU levels when referring to 
their respective strategies. 

In 2007, the previous government decided to renew the NSDS and issued a draft new strategy 
in June 2007. A public consultation process for the draft renewed NSDS was organised 
during the summer of 2007. Local Government Denmark (LGD) organised a common round 
                                                 
22 In ‘Project Zero’, the municipality of Sønderborg cooperates with companies and educational institutions to 
achieve zero carbon emissions and establish new businesses. See 
http://dbdh.dk/images/uploads/pdfinnovativetechnologies/Project%20Zero.pdf.  
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of comments from the municipalities on the draft strategy: the draft was sent to public 
administrators of municipalities concerned with SD issues in practice, resulting in comments 
from 20 municipalities. They criticised the renewed NSDS mainly on the grounds of being 
overly visionary and lacking ambitious objectives. LGD summarised the responses from the 
municipalities in a common document and presented it to the ministry.  

As part of the stakeholder involvement process in preparing the renewed NSDS, the previous 
government also initiated direct dialogues between the then Minister of Environment and 
various stakeholder groups. 11 direct dialogues took place in autumn 2007: 8 dialogues with 
high school students and 1 dialogue each with representatives of (i) the finance sector, (ii) 
municipalities, and (iii) the business sector and NGOs. We have not succeeded in 
interviewing a municipal official having participated in the direct dialogue, but according to 
the information of the Ministry of Environment, policy-makers and high-level public 
administrators of about 20 municipalities were involved, with the result of two projects: the 
development of a municipal carbon calculator (in development by the Ministry of 
Environment in cooperation with the municipalities), and a sustainable urban policy 
framework (for which no concrete proposals from the government ministries exist at the 
moment). 

The development of the carbon calculator involves regular meetings between public 
administrators of the Ministry of Environment and representatives of Local Government 
Denmark on behalf of the municipalities. Representatives of individual municipalities 
participate in working groups and provide advice to the Ministry of Environment on practical 
issues. When finished in November 2008, the carbon calculator will enable municipalities to 
calculate emissions from different sectors and sources in their local area (CO2 emissions 
created by the municipality itself, but also by businesses, etc). The idea for the calculator has 
been introduced by the national government and since many municipalities now plan to 
become carbon neutral and increase the use of renewable energy, their interest in the 
calculator is high. Although a voluntary tool, it is expected that most municipalities in 
Denmark will use it.  

Although participation and stakeholder involvement has a long tradition in Danish policy-
making, this did not apply for the preparation of the current NSDS. For the renewed 
NSDS, a general consultation process and direct dialogues with several stakeholder groups 
were organised by the previous government. Although several policy-makers and public 
administrators from municipalities took part in direct dialogues, it seems that neither the 
association of local authorities (Local Government Denmark) nor many public 
administrators from the local level took much notice of this opportunity and its detailed 
outcomes. However, local authorities are involved in the development of the municipal 
carbon calculator, a result of the direct dialogue.  

In addition to the direct dialogue organised by the Ministry of Environment, policy-makers 
and public administrators of municipalities also have direct meetings with individual 
ministers. For instance, in autumn 2007 the municipality of Lolland and its neighbouring 
municipality initiated a meeting with the Minister of Environment in order to discuss the new 
NSDS and proposals by Lolland concerning highways and integration of concerns related to 
renewable energy, industrial development and nature preservation. The mayors, CEOs of two 



 94 

companies and the Minister of Environment participated in the meeting. The minister 
promised to use the results of the meeting in order to address the issues raised in the renewed 
NSDS. 

Direct meetings with individual government ministers on SD issues have a long tradition in 
Denmark. Direct meetings of policy-makers (mostly mayors) and public administrators with 
national ministers on various policy issues are organised regularly, but not specifically on 
the NSDS.  

Denmark has been successful in tackling energy conservation and is now implementing 
renewable energy objectives. In energy policy, good collaboration between national ministries 
and the municipalities in formulating and implementing policies exists, both at the political 
and administrative level. The interviewees highlighted that there is generally a strong interest 
in municipalities for energy efficiency, reducing CO2 emissions, increase the use of renewable 
energy resources, and creating a carbon-neutral local economy with related policy objectives. 
These interests line up with national energy policy objectives, e.g. the 2002 NSDS addresses 
climate change as one of the major cross-cutting activities of SD, referring not only to 
international commitments but also includes the national objectives to reduce CO2 emissions 
by 20 per cent in 2005 compared to 1988 and to “increase the use of renewable energy” and 
provides general targets for certain sectors (Danish Government, 2002:17). One of the major 
topics of the newly elected national government (in office since November 2007) is to 
organise the United Nations Climate Change Conference (www.cop15.dk/en) in December 
2009 which aims to achieve a global post-Kyoto climate agreement. To prepare for this 
conference, the new government created the Ministry of Climate and Energy. 

An annual ‘Energy Camp’ initiative (www.energycamp.dk) was launched in 2004 by the 
Ministry of Energy. The energy camps brought together national and international experts 
with national and sub-national public administrators to discuss sustainable energy issues. In 
the 2006 energy camp, the idea of a demonstration project was presented to see if it is 
possible to transform one Danish city from depending on fossil fuels to using 100 % 
renewable energy resources. Several cities were considered for this demonstration project, 
among them Odense with a population of approx.150,000 inhabitants. Finally, however, 
Frederikshavn was chosen for the demonstration project, ‘Energy City Frederikshavn’, with 
the aim of supplying the whole city (25 000 inhabitants) with energy coming entirely from 
renewable energy resources by the year 2015 (Municipality of Frederikshavn, 2008).  

Our interview partner from Frederikshavn argued that there were three reasons why 
Frederikshavn was chosen for the demonstration project: first, a smaller city is ideal for such a 
demonstration project; second, approximately 90 % of households in Frederikshavn are 
connected to local district heating which makes the transition to renewable resources easier; 
and third, there was a strong political commitment to move towards renewable energy. The 
latter was particularly important: Until several years ago, Frederikshavn was dominated by 
heavy industry, mainly shipbuilding, but due to unfavourable economic trends and the closing 
of the city’s main shipyard there was pressure to come up with alternatives and reduce 
growing unemployment rates. As a consequence, local policy-makers decided to support the 
move from labour-intensive industry to a knowledge-based economy. For instance, 
cooperation with universities was established in order to undertake research into 
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environmentally friendly technologies. ‘Energy City Frederikshavn’ is run by the 
municipality and a project management team was established in June 2008. Moreover, the 
municipality is collaborating with energy producers (which are not always public entities) to 
reach the objective of the demonstration project. The interview partner from Frederikshavn 
pointed out that “the Ministry of Energy provided the framework with the organisation of the 
Energy Camps and the national government wanted to move in this direction. However, it was 
up to the sub-national levels, particularly the municipalities, to make things happen. It is not 
enough to have a top-down approach, because for the implementation, it is important to have 
commitment from the sub-national levels”.  

In order to meet its climate change objective, in February 2008 the new Danish government 
adopted an Energy Strategy23 with the aim of reducing the country’s total energy consumption 
by 2011 by 2 % as compared to the 2006 baseline and to increase the share of renewable 
resources in the total energy consumption to 20 %. For preparing this strategy, the Ministry of 
Climate and Energy established working groups on the different foreseen policy initiatives. 
One of our interview partners participated in the working group on energy technology. The 
working group consisted of public administrators from the national government and 
municipalities as well as of representatives of private companies. Generally, there was broad 
agreement on the Energy Strategy in the Danish Parliament and it will form the backbone for 
the country’s energy policy over the next few years. 

Climate change and energy policy are not only priorities of the current NSDS, but also 
important policy topics of the recently elected Danish government. Although these national 
priorities initiated many policy processes at various political levels, we also observed a 
strong and independent political commitment resulting in the initiation of several activities 
at the level of local authorities. Examples are the activities for renewable energy use and 
increase of environmentally friendly technologies in Frederikshavn. Moreover, public 
administrators from several municipalities participated in the development of the national 
Energy Strategy and its objectives. Through these new energy policy initiatives, national 
and local authorities also collaborate more extensively with private energy companies. 

  

Summary and recommendations 

 

As mentioned above, the involvement of sub-national levels in the preparation and 
implementation of the current NSDS of 2002 was small. On the one hand, sub-national levels 
were only marginally involved in the preparation of the NSDS when providing comments in 
the general public consultation process. On the other hand, the NSDS is not a policy guiding 
document in Denmark and, therefore, its objectives are not effectively implemented at the 
regional and local levels.  

Individual municipalities and their association, Local Government Denmark, was involved in 
the general consultation process and direct dialogues with the Minister of Environment for the 

                                                 
23 http://www.denmark.dk/NR/rdonlyres/3E7A0904-D320-4171-BE84-
149EAFA91334/0/FactSheetEnergyPolicy20082011.pdf 
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preparation of the renewed NSDS during summer and autumn 2007. The results of this 
consultation are difficult to foresee: Although the national government promised to include 
suggestions made by the municipalities, the late 2007 parliamentary election and change of 
government have not only slowed down the process, but also make the future NSDS-related 
developments difficult to predict. The preparation process of the renewed NSDS already takes 
much longer than is usually the case for strategies in Denmark: More than one year after the 
public consultation process and more than half a year after direct dialogues, the renewed 
NSDS is still not published. 

It is important to note that municipalities were only marginally involved in NSDS 
preparation and implementation, mainly because the NSDS cannot be considered as a 
policy-guiding document for SD. One of the main issues of concern for the municipalities 
is if and how the results of the consultation process for the renewed NSDS, organised by 
the previous government, will be taken up by the recently elected new government. Unlike 
usual strategy development processes, the preparation of the renewed NSDS is still not 
completed one year after the stakeholder consultation took place. 

The direct meetings and dialogues between representatives of the municipalities (policy-
makers and public administrators) and individual government ministers are part of the general 
policy-making process and political culture in Denmark. The interview partners mentioned 
that this tradition of ‘open government’ makes it easier for sub-national levels to 
communicate their concerns to the national government. For instance, the direct meeting 
between representatives of Lolland and the Ministry of Environment on SD along highways 
would be followed up by another direct meeting in autumn 2008 on energy planning. The 
representative of Lolland argued that “our experience shows that if we present a convincing 
and well-prepared case, the Minister is usually willing to listen and takes into account our 
arguments”. 

As pointed out above, direct meetings and dialogues between the individual government 
ministers with policy-makers and public administrators from the local level are part of 
general policy-making in Denmark and not specific to the NSDS process. The frequency of 
the direct meetings mainly depends on the national policy priorities or specific, well-
prepared cases of local authorities. Generally, however, these meetings present neither a 
new interplay between the national and local level, nor a change in governance modes 
fostered by the NSDS process. 

The interviewees pointed out that municipalities can influence the preparation and 
implementation of policies and strategies in the different policy sectors. Local Government 
Denmark, as an association that represents all Danish municipalities, is taken very seriously 
by the national government and their written comments and personal advice can influence 
policy formulation. On the other hand, the involvement of municipalities has changed over 
the last years. Also, in recent years, municipalities have been involved much earlier and more 
systematically in policy-making than before, and “the national government ... shows also 
more interest in listening to what the municipalities have to say”. The national government 
increasingly appreciates the expertise of municipalities in different policy sectors, particularly 
as regards practical experience and implementation efforts – especially as municipalities 
developed their capacities for policy-making and became increasingly professional in their 
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work over the last years. Nevertheless, the influence of municipalities in formulating and 
implementing national policies not only depends on the various policy sectors, their 
responsibilities and capacities, but also on political priorities, party politics and individual 
ministers. The interviewees pointed out that in the political reality, common interests between 
political levels influence policy-making the most. As one interview partner put it, “what will 
normally carry most weight for municipalities to influence national policies is to find areas of 
common interest”.  

One of these areas is obviously energy policy. We identified several mechanisms enabling 
municipalities to enter national-level policy-making. Firstly, the ‘Energy City Frederikshavn’ 
demonstration project will enable a municipality to develop policies and initiatives to become 
the first local community that provides its entire energy supply from renewable resources. 
Moreover, the Ministry of Climate and Energy offers these ‘energy cities’ the chance to 
present their efforts undertaken in energy policy. Secondly, through their participation in 
working groups, municipalities could have influenced the formulation of objectives for the 
national Energy Strategy 2008-11. Thirdly, success of energy projects that went beyond 
national legislation (such as those in Lolland and other neighbouring municipalities) resulted 
in amending national legislation. 

The political culture of ‘open government’ in Denmark enables municipalities to influence 
the preparation and implementation of various national strategies and sectoral policies. 
The degree of influence depends on the given policy sector, local responsibilities, but also 
on party politics and national policy priorities. Three developments need to be highlighted 
in this context: Firstly, the recent change in the political-administrative system with the 
Municipal Reform 2007 not only increased the general responsibilities of local authorities 
but also led to an increase in capacities and to more professionalism in policy-making at 
the local level. Secondly, involvement of municipalities in the national policy-making 
process has become more systematic in recent years. Finally, municipalities increasingly 
define their own policy objectives and consider themselves as frontrunners in several policy 
sectors (e.g. in energy policy). It is important to add that none of these changes were 
directly initiated by the NSDS process, but rather developments in the political-
administrative structure and challenges in policy-making. 

Preparing or renewing an NSDS provides an opportunity to address cross-sectoral issues and 
establish objectives for policy integration. Our interview partners identified several challenges 
associated with the review of the NSDS: 

• The renewed NSDS should be more ambitious with clear objectives. 

• The NSDS would be a stronger and more meaningful document when the sub-national 
levels are involved in the preparation and implementation. Firstly, the municipalities 
could contribute their experiences on SD issues on the ground. Secondly, their 
commitment is important to follow-up on NSDS objectives and develop successful 
implementation processes. 

• Policy-making is increasingly oriented towards short-term issues and sectoral policies, 
mainly because of party politics and media attention. Therefore, it is increasingly 
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difficult to develop long-term strategies and broad visions. This is a challenge that has 
to be addressed in order to achieve meaningful SD policies.  

Also, it is desirable including citizens early in the policy-process to create a strong dialogue 
between citizens and municipalities on SD issues. 

 

Denmark 

Background factors: 

• Centralised political system 
• Medium-sized country 
• ‘Open government’: long tradition of direct meetings of 

sub-national policy-makers with ministers from the national 
government 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 
• Minister of the Environment (political) 
• MoE public administrators 

Regional level: • Regional administration 

Municipal level: 
• Mayors (political) 
• SD-responsible public administrators 
• Local Government Denmark (political/administrative) 

Other stakeholders: 
• Businesses 
• National and international experts, universities 

Patterns of interplay: 
Vertical: • Relatively immediate exchange between local and national 

levels, both administrative and political 
• Informal, administrative, cooperative and intensive 

exchange between ministries and municipalities especially 
in issues of high priority for the national government 

• Political exchange between ministries and municipalities 
through direct dialogues 

Horizontal: • Through Local Government Denmark – cooperative, 
intensive, informal; intensive especially among 
neighbouring municipalities 

Good practice – Energy Camps and follow-up activities: 

• Energy Camps brought national and international experts with national and sub-
national public administrators together to discuss sustainable energy issues. 

• Initiation of demonstration projects. 

• Political commitment to take part in demonstration projects at the local level 
secured, also collaboration with relevant stakeholders (energy producers, experts 
from universities). 

• Building capacities in the municipalities in order to formulate and implement SD 
policies (mainly personnel and financial resources). 

Transferability factors: 
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• ‘Open government’ tradition is a contributing success factor. 

• It is necessary for the government to appreciate the expertise of municipalities in 
different policy sectors, particularly as regards practical experience and 
implementation efforts. As a response to this, municipalities will develop capacities 
for policy-making. 

• It is necessary to have areas of common interest between participating political-
administrative levels. 

• The sub-national levels need to have a real chance to influence policy formulation 
and outcomes. 

• In order to establish strong political commitment for SD issues at sub-national 
levels, their representatives have to see that pursuing SD contributes to knowledge-
based economy and high-skilled jobs. 

• Thanks to the issue-based focus we assess the transferability of this practice as 
being of a high degree. 
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Finland 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

Finland recognises several political-administrative levels. Although the most relevant levels 
are national (NUTS 1) and municipal (NUTS 5), several types of structures exist in between.24 

At the national level several Ministries have been identified as important in the context of SD 
by our interview partners. In addition to the Ministry of Environment, these were the Ministry 
of Trade and Industry (recently merged with the Ministry of Labour), Ministry of Interior, and 
Ministry of Education. One needs to understand that in Finland SD issues seem to be more 
integrated into sectoral policies than is the norm in the EU, which also results in a stronger 
linkage of SD to national-level economic and social policies. The national level is also 
responsible for the framework for regional land use planning. 

The six administrative provinces (läänit), not clearly corresponding to NUTS 2, do not 
possess wide competences and do not pursue any policies of their own. Nonetheless, our 
respondents indicated that currently their role lies in allocating financial resources to 
municipalities and other institutions. 

Municipalities in Finland have the freedom granted by the Constitution to form regions and 
sub-regions and to transfer competences and budgets to them in areas such as urban planning, 
regional land use planning, transportation systems or environmental research. A specific 
feature of these two sub-national levels is that their political representation is not elected but 
rather formed from the representatives elected at the municipal level. Typically, regional and 
sub-regional administrative offices have too little personnel in order to have specific SD units 
in their organisational structures. 

In Finland there are 20 regions (maakunta, NUTS 3), having their own administration and 
possessing many of the above-mentioned competences, with diverse roles such as ensuring 
coherence in land use planning, infrastructure or waste management (even though this role is 
reported to be on the decrease in the recent years). In addition, decentralised state 
administration at the regional level in the sector of environment is carried out through 
regional state environmental offices. 

The 74 sub-regions (seutukunta, NUTS 4) do not have an official status and do not possess 
decision-making bodies.  

The 432 municipalities (kunta, NUTS 5) have the freedom to decide on their institutional 
structures, so different types of organisational units such as environmental boards, 
environmental offices and joint offices can be responsible for SD issues. Municipal 
competences include waste management (often executed through municipally-owned 

                                                 
24 We have also been notified of an on-going change in the system of sub-national governance. 
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companies), water management, local-level land use planning, implementation of climate 
change measures etc. 

Cooperation between regional state environmental offices and regions, sub-regions or 
municipalities is rather technical and not very intensive. However, municipalities are 
increasingly cooperating with the national level through various working groups and policy 
seminars, especially when new legislation or strategy is being prepared. Cooperation between 
the municipalities and the regions is mostly technical; in areas such as environmental 
research, water protection and others. 

Interplay between public authorities of various levels is mostly technical; however, 
municipal authorities are increasingly involved in national-level policy-making.  

It has been stressed by one of our interview partners that SD is still understood by political 
parties and municipal servants as an environmental topic. As a result, municipal and regional-
level land use planners are reportedly only partially interested in SD issues, while 
administrative staff responsible for health care and social care are only marginally interested 
in SD. 

 

Involvement of regions and municipalities in the national SD strategy 

 

Our case study is focused on the Sub-committee on Regional and Local Sustainable 
Development of the Finnish National Sustainable Development Commission (FNCSD). It is 
relevant to our study due to several reasons. Finland is one of the few countries that have 
implemented institutional mechanisms for coordination between national and sub-national 
level as part of the NSDS process. Also, in Finland this newly established mechanism builds 
on an NSDS that has been revised fairly recently (2006). 

The national-level FNCSD was established in 1993. It has 44 permanent members, two of 
which are representatives of sub-national authorities. It performs various functions: it acts as a 
discussion forum, a consensus-finding and political guidance mechanism, a policy co-
ordination and integration mechanism, and an outreach and reporting agent. The secretariat of 
the FNCSD is located at the Ministry of the Environment. The FNCSD has prepared 
guidelines for the implementation of the NSDS by authorities at various levels, which 
encourage municipalities to develop their own SD programmes and integrate SD into day-to-
day operations. Other than that, direct contact between the FNCSD and regional or local 
authorities is, according to our interviewees, quite infrequent. The Sub-committee on 
Regional and Local Sustainable Development (APAJA) has been established by the FNCSD 
to serve these functions – to improve coordination on SD policies between the national and 
local levels, promote SD in sub-national administration and to contribute to the 
implementation of the NSDS at sub-national levels. 

In 2007, following the national elections in the spring of that year and the change of 
government, the APAJA sub-committee was re-established after several years of non-
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existence.25 It has been given a four-year mandate and it consists of approximately 30 
members: representatives of national ministries (Ministries of Environment, Agriculture and 
Forestry, Finance, Transport, Trade and Industry, Defence), state regional-level institutions 
(Pirkanmaa Regional Environment Centre), one representative of the association of 
municipalities, six representatives of municipalities and regions, and further members 
representing NGOs and business associations, with three chairmen each representing one of 
the political-administrative levels (national, regional, municipal). The fact that none of the 
members of APAJA are also members of the FNCSD has been stressed by one of our 
interviewees as a shortcoming. 

A significant majority of the public-sector members are administrative-level officials. 
Municipalities and regions have been selected and invited on the basis of their reputation for 
and experience with local SD activities, and in some cases even concrete persons associated 
with these activities have been invited to the sub-committee as representatives. (Nonetheless, 
members of the sub-committee are usually nominated by their own organisations.) Non-
member municipalities are formally represented by the representative of the association of 
municipalities (who is also responsible for the contact with this constituency), but one of our 
interviewees reported that he was cooperating with administrative staff of other municipalities 
in his region in terms of his work in the sub-committee. Information is passed to sub-national 
actors also through a mailing list administered by the FNCSD secretariat at the Ministry of the 
Environment. APAJA has also established a working group on energy savings and climate 
change. 

Our interview partners see the APAJA’s aim as to develop and enable various kinds of 
innovations and processes for strengthening sustainable development at the local and 
regional levels as well as to identify and share best practice. In addition, APAJA is to 
enable exchange of information and strengthen coordination between the national level 
and the sub-national levels. 

An underlying principle of the newly-established sub-committee is the focus on concrete 
activities, i.e. activities that bring some tangible results, especially in areas of climate change 
mitigation and adaptation, energy, waste management, community planning and others. 

It seems that some aspects of the organisation of the subcommittee’s meetings prevent it from 
reaching full potential. First of all, meetings are not very frequent (arranged approximately 
every three months) and last several hours. The available time in the meetings has been 
reported as being too short to enable discussion of all the issues that are relevant to the 
members. Agenda for the meetings is set by the ministerial representatives, although all 
members have the opportunity to propose agenda items. Secondly, meetings are organised in 
Helsinki and travel costs have to be borne by the member organisations, which, especially for 
small NGOs or for organizations whose representatives have to travel from afar, constitutes a 
not inconsiderable burden. Thirdly, the members of APAJA are of a relatively high level 

                                                 
25 The FNCSD establishes sub-committees by majority consensus, drawing membership from relevant FNCSD 
members and external stakeholder representatives and placing them under the coordination of a Commission 
member. Work in the sub-committees (as well as in the Commission) is unpaid, but some financial support is 
available for e.g. refreshments. 



 103 

which has been reported to slightly limit the discussion. According to our interviewees, as a 
result not many innovative ideas have been identified as of yet. 

The results of the subcommittee’s meetings might be affected by limited time for personal 
exchange, high travel and opportunity costs associated with participation in the meetings, 
and the relatively high level of aggregation of discussed issues. 

On a slightly similar plane, APAJA has not been reported to have achieved any significant 
horizontal transfer of practice among various sub-national actors until now. Our interview 
partners stated that a general level of awareness of which municipality or region is 
implementing which activity already exists at the sub-national levels and also emphasised that 
effective diffusion of best practice might therefore require some additional instruments. Also, 
the objective of APAJA is not to coordinate positions of sub-national actors in order to better 
represent sub-national concerns in national-level policy-making. The sub-committee is 
achieving more success in informing the national level about the activities implemented at 
sub-national levels (bottom-up) and vice versa (top-down) for the sake of better policy co-
ordination. 

The largest share of time and energy of the sub-committee until now has been invested into 
developing a concept for a competition for various organisational actors at sub-national 
levels. The competition, aiming to be a ‘flagship’ of APAJA’s activities, enables 
municipalities, NGOs, companies and other actors to compete in planning and 
implementation of their own organisational climate change and energy initiatives. It should 
consist of two rounds: in the first, the applicants prepare plans for concrete initiatives and 
submit them to the sub-committee, which evaluates them and awards the best ones. In the 
second round the sub-committee monitors the implementation of these plans and provides 
financial support especially to smaller organisations; i.e. the APAJA would award putting the 
ideas from the first round into practice. The launch of the competition is estimated for 2010-
2011 and APAJA is now searching for possibilities how to finance the awards as it does not 
possess own budget. However, one of our interview partners has stated that at least several 
APAJA members are dissatisfied (if not frustrated) with the amount of time and energy 
invested into the preparation of the competition and the resulting lack of any useful results of 
the sub-committee’s work until now. 

Municipal and regional authorities that are members of the sub-committee have to invest the 
following resources associated with their participation in the sub-committee: time of the 
representative required for attendance in the meetings; time spent working on materials for 
the sub-committee or its working group and preparing for the meetings; travel costs 
associated with attendance at the meetings. 

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

Regional and municipal authorities that are members of the sub-committee reported having a 
number of expectations vis-à-vis their participation and the sub-committee’s outcomes. 
Firstly, in line with the purpose of APAJA, the interviewees expected the sub-committee to 
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develop or identify cases of or instruments for innovative practice as “a feeling exists at the 
local level that nothing much happens in practice”. Secondly, the authorities expected to have 
an opportunity to promote their own successful practice vis-à-vis the national level and 
thereby gain stronger recognition. We have also identified an expectation for a wider 
discussion on SD, emphasising also non-environmental aspects, or an expectation for 
expanding networks to the benefit of member organizations. 

The decisive factor in identifying outcomes of the work of the sub-committee is its short 
time of existence at the time of the writing of this study. Only very limited outcomes can be 
observed at this point of time; however, some of them result in increases in interest and 
opportunities for involved actors: 

• The existence of the sub-committee has at least marginally stimulated an increase in 
horizontal interplay between municipalities and the association of municipalities as 
well as between member municipalities and non-member municipalities in the same 
region. This includes a wider knowledge of activities in other municipalities and 
regions. 

• The sub-committee contributed to a deeper mutual understanding of level-specific 
concerns, enabled by its multi-sectoral membership base. 

• Our interviewees reported also an increase of exchange of best practice between 
various sub-national actors. 

• The fact that APAJA also includes representatives of non-public organisations 
increases the opportunity for forming partnerships. 

• Even though the sub-committee would reportedly like to eventually influence national 
energy and climate change policies, no effect on national strategies (including the 
NSDS) has been observed so far. 

• The sub-committee has not taken or contributed to any significant national-level 
decisions until now. It is therefore difficult to speak about observable changes in mode 
of governance. 

It seems that APAJA has only marginal importance as an instrument to strengthen horizontal 
interplay of sub-national authorities (although a certain level of information exchange has 
occurred even in spite of low expectations). In our opinion its worth lies rather in providing 
space for exchanges between sub-national and national authorities as well as between sub-
national authorities and non-public actors. 

Another important dimension of APAJA’s work is the stress being placed on concrete action. 
This principle is a source of satisfaction for our interviewees even though a significant share 
of APAJA’s work has been taken up by the preparation of the competition, work that did not 
yet yield any concrete outcomes. 

One of the chief challenges of APAJA’s work is financial. The sub-committee does not have 
its own budget, which means that: i) costs associated with travel to meetings have to be borne 
by the member organisations (see above); ii) working time spent on the sub-committee’s 
activities is also a cost to member organisations and carries a lot of potential complications 
and trade-offs; iii) the sub-committee is not able to directly finance any initiatives it develops 
and has to search for financial commitment of other institutions on a case-by-case basis and 



 105 

delay implementation of initiatives. Secondly, the overall in-person meeting time per year 
seems to be too short to enable desired progress on issues; on the other hand, lack of 
satisfaction with work progress can hint at differing expectations regarding work content or 
depth of treatment of individual issues. Thirdly, our interviewees also suggested that the sub-
committee’s subject and focus of work could be better clarified. Of critical concern should be 
the expectations and interests of member organisations and their constituencies. Among the 
chief factors of success the willingness of members to invest time in APAJA’s work is 
mentioned. 

As chief recommendations we suggest: 

a) Use annual work programmes as the basis for APAJA’s activities and meetings. The 
drafting of work programmes should be performed in a participatory manner and 
enabling reflection of the concerns of individual constituencies, which together with 
budgeting (see below) should enhance service-based relations between APAJA and 
constituencies of the member organisations. Work programmes would help unify 
expectations of individual members and their constituencies vis-à-vis the work content 
of the sub-committee. 

b) Work programs could also be used to justify the establishment of its own budget and 
enable performance measurement. The budget (perhaps a sub-budget of the FNCSD, 
were the FNCSD to acquire a budget) should ideally consist of contributions of the 
constituencies, with predominant shares provided by national-level organisations, plus 
external funding. Beside financing own initiatives, the budget could be used to 
reimburse travel and other costs associated with meetings as well as to acquire 
external expertise; however, clearly planned working time of APAJA’s members 
should be also treated as a contribution from member organisations. 

c) Identify mechanisms to increase the frequency of contact of the members, either 
through working group meetings, telephone/video conferences, electronic 
communication or more frequent meetings of the sub-committee. Our research has 
proven that regular and long-term personal contact in similar institutional settings is of 
critical importance. 

 

Finland 

Background factors: • Centralised political system 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 

• Ministry of the Environment (administrative) 
• Ministry of Trade, Industry and Labour (administrative) 
• other national ministries (administrative) 
• Finnish National SD Commission (political and 

administrative) 
• FNSDC secretariats at the MoE (administrative) 

Provincial level: • Provincial administration 

Regional level: • Political representation formed from municipal 
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representatives 
• Regional state environmental offices (administrative) 

Municipal level: 
• Mayors (political) 
• Municipal administrations: environmental boards, 

environmental offices, joint offices 

Other stakeholders: 
• NGOs 
• Business associations 

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Exchange between regions and municipalities mostly 
administrative/technical and not very intensive  

• Increasingly important informal interplay in policy 
preparation between national level and municipalities 

Horizontal: 
• Moderate exchange between municipalities of one region 

sharing common interests 

Good practice – APAJA: 

• Strong political backing by the FNCSD. Good potential leverage, information 
resource and dissemination tool in the form of the FNCSD’s two secretariats (the 
‘inter-ministerial secretariat’ consisting of an informal network of national-level 
ministerial administrators). 

• Informing the national level about the activities implemented at sub-national levels 
and vice versa for better policy co-ordination. 

• Commitment to multi-level cooperation; three chairmen each represent one of the 
political-administrative levels (national, regional, municipal). 

• Setting for repeated interaction and forming of informal relations. 

• Efforts made to reach tangible results, such as the competition awarding 
implementation of SD plans in various organisations. 

• Municipalities and regions have been selected and invited on the basis of their 
reputation for and experience with local SD activities. 

Transferability factors: 

• High-profile National SD Commission with high-level political commitment 
increases also the profile of its sub-bodies. 

• It takes a longer time for one group of people to develop informal relations. This has 
worked e.g. in the case of the inter-ministerial secretariat. 

• Long tradition of exchange between stakeholder on SD policy issues; stakeholders 
have been involved in NSDS development and implementation for a long time. 
Also, strong political commitment to build decisions and implementation of NSDS 
objectives involvement of stakeholders, including the sub-national levels. 

• Ideally the subcommittee would also have a budget for meetings and own activities. 

• Although most of the factors are relatively non-challenging, a background condition 
is the tradition of national-local exchange. Therefore, we assess this practice as 
being of medium to high degree of transferability. 
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France 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

France is a unitary semi-presidential republic with a complex vertical political-administrative 
structure. The territory of France is divided into 26 regions (NUTS 2), 22 out of which 
constitute metropolitan France. Regions oversee specific policies such as railway services and 
other transport infrastructure, agriculture, higher education, and economic and land-use 
planning. In terms of their competences, one of our interviewees likened them to the German 
Bundesländer.  

The next lower level are the 100 departments (départements, NUTS 3), 96 out of which 
constitute metropolitan France. Department offices are called prefectures and they encompass 
various offices. Departments are further divided into 342 districts (arrondissements, NUTS 
4), 330 out of which constitute metropolitan France. Neither of our interviewees emphasised 
districts as relevant. Districts are further divided into more than 4 000 cantons. 

In France there are more than 36 500 municipalities (communes, NUTS 5), ca. 40% of all 
European municipalities. Municipalities are the basic unit for many competences including 
water treatment, waste, certain aspects of air and soil pollution, urban planning, dealing with 
social exclusion etc., which reflects the strong tradition of local democracy in France. Since 
municipalities have certain freedoms in designing the organisational structure of their 
administration, the existence, form and size of organisational units directly responsible for SD 
issues varies. In Rillieux-la-Pape (urban community of Lyon), for example, the SD unit 
consists of two members of staff responsible for Agenda 21 and five member of staff working 
as ‘observers’ trying to elicit inputs from the political level and residents of the municipality. 

Municipalities have the freedom to form joint political-administrative bodies, to which they 
transfer parts of their competences or execution thereof. These bodies have a voluntary 
membership and they do not represent a total subdivision of the national territory in the way 
the above-mentioned NUTS bodies do; however, they include more than 86% of all 
inhabitants of France. The following ‘intercommunal’ bodies exist: 

• Communities of municipalities (communautés de communes), 2 400 of which exist in 
France (2,391 of which in metropolitan France). They are the least integrated 
intercommunal bodies, consisting of small numbers of municipalities and established 
to handle specific technical services such as waste management, tourism, economic 
development or social issues. 

• Communities of agglomeration (communautés d’agglomération), 169 of which exist in 
France (163 out of which in metropolitan France) and consist of at least 15 000 
inhabitants, several of them however rate in several hundreds of thousands of 
inhabitants. Community of agglomeration seems to provide significant environmental 
expertise. 
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• Urban communities (commonautés urbaine), 16 of which exist in France, all of them 
in metropolitan France. With a few exceptions, they number hundreds of thousands of 
inhabitants. Similarly to municipalities, several urban communities established 
administrative units responsible for SD issues. Waste and water management are 
among the competences commonly transferred to urban communities. 

Our interviewees stressed the following political-administrative levels as relevant (ordered 
from the most immediate to the most distant): municipality, community of agglomeration, 
urban community, region, and the national level. Of these, only national and regional levels 
possess fiscal competences. This does not mean, however, that the intercommunal and 
communal levels do not have the competence to develop their own policies reflecting their 
conditions and particularities. 

Decentralised execution of state administration down through all levels is performed by the 
so-called representatives of the state located at several sub-national levels, however according 
to our interviewees these usually do not possess separate administration. Local representatives 
of the state perform oversight of and comment on local decisions. In many cities (e.g. 
Aurillac) the representation of several political-administrative levels are concentrated 
(prefecture, office of the community of agglomeration etc.). The political-administrative 
structure is further complicated by the existence of various municipal associations and 
syndicates. 

In France environmental and SD-related competences are distributed across all the levels 
without any institution being a clear ‘leader’. Many factors influence the intensity and type 
of interplay across the levels.  

• The underlying factor of interplay in SD issues seems to be how an issue is framed – 
i.e. requiring technical, administrative or political cooperation – and how the 
competences associated with an issue are distributed across levels as well as between 
state administration and self-administration. 

• The decision to transfer competences to intercommunal bodies often seems to be based 
on the rationale of costs – our interviews indicate that it is usually more costly for a 
municipality to keep and execute competences, which is especially true for smaller 
municipalities. 

• The type and intensity of interplay also seems to be based on informal relations 
developed among involved persons through repeated interaction, and the way how the 
elected representatives transform priorities of their political party into concrete 
policies. The latter means that although different levels can have differing political 
affiliations (such as the political offices of the region and of the urban community held 
by different parties), political cooperation is reportedly better when the interacting 
levels are held by the same political party. 

• Another factor affecting interplay is the existence and form of units directly 
responsible for SD issues established at the interacting levels. 

• The last factor identified by our study is the proliferation of Local Agendas 21 across 
territorial units of given levels. For example, aside from Rillieux-la-Pape only two 
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other municipalities within the urban community of Lyon pursue Local Agenda 21. 
The sense of need for mutual support strengthens cooperation in shared competences 
(such as education for sustainable development) between Rillieux-la-Pape and the 
urban community, however of importance is also the existence of SD units with shared 
interests in both of them. 

In general, it seems that cooperation of municipalities with national and regional levels is of a 
more technical and administrative nature, often having to do with the financing of policies 
and large projects. For a municipality dealing with the national level might require 
intermediaries from the levels in between. 

An urban community can support LA21s in its municipalities, although we have not heard of 
direct financing of LA21 projects. Predominantly, it can organise events to exchange best 
practice and build awareness as well as pursue its own LA21, linked to the LA21s at the 
municipal level. Although our interviewees were not able to report on a preparatory process 
for a LA21 at the level of the urban community in which the municipal level would be 
directly involved, linkage through shared competences and territorial objectives has been 
observed in practice. Also, it is not unheard-of that several municipalities work together to 
prepare a joint, integrated LA21. Local representatives of the state are commonly involved in 
LA21 working groups. 

According to our interviewees, sustainable development as a theme for action has increased in 
popularity only recently, perhaps in the last five years. This also means that many measures 
implemented at the sub-national level are novel and therefore previous experience and best 
practices are often irrelevant or unavailable. Especially first-mover municipalities (those 
which had already initiated SD-related initiatives in the past) seem to be very eager to find 
similarly experienced partners to share experience. Later-coming municipalities (new to SD) 
nowadays have access to many opportunities provided by e.g. frequent meetings organised at 
the national level and in several urban communities, which was not the case several years ago. 

Although the role of politics in the decision to initiate an LA21 has been repeatedly stressed 
through the conducted interviews, the personal enthusiasm of mayors seems to be a relevant 
factor especially in the first-mover municipalities. Nonetheless, the factor of political will 
seems to have a crucial relevance also because “one cannot do an Agenda 21 without the 
political support of the mayor”. 

 

Involvement of the sub-national levels in the national SD strategy 

 

The French example is of interest due to several reasons. The instrument of Cadre de 
référence (Local Agenda 21 Reference Framework) presents an innovative approach to 
sub-national governance for SD that does not fall into any of our three main categories of 
implementation mechanisms (involvement in preparation, involvement in national 
councils/committees, institutional mechanisms of vertical coordination). It is rather an 
implementation provision with many functions: it stimulates concrete action for SD at sub-
national levels, it serves as a framework for preparing and evaluating LA21s, it strengthens 
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coherence between implemented LA21s, eases presentation of SD issues to the public, fosters 
public participation, and others (see below). Also, it is an example of a direct linkage between 
NSDS objectives and LA21s and an ongoing process associated with a recently revised NSDS 
(2006). 

Following a peer review of the French NSDS in 2004-2005 and understanding the need to 
better comply with the European Union’s Sustainable Development Strategy, the revised SD 
strategy was adopted by the Interministerial Committee for Sustainable Development in 
November 2006. The revised strategy and its plan of action address Local Agenda 2126 in the 
theme of territorial dimension of sustainable development. In it the French government 
presents the objective to support the establishment of a total of 500 LA21s at all sub-national 
levels within 5 yearsfrom the adoption of the strategy. According to the national coordination 
office for Local Agenda 21 at the Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development, 
approximately 400 LA21s27 are already reported. Our interviewees emphasised a rapid growth 
of interest of mayors and political representatives at the level of urban communities in 
participating in Local Agenda 21 processes especially after the national elections in March 
2008. 

The Local Agenda 21 Reference Framework and the associated award of recognition are 
among the chief instruments utilised at the national level to support initiation and good 
performance of LA21 processes and thereby to fulfil the obligation of the NSDS. In addition 
to these two instruments, the national level has asked the regions to establish regional 
committees for LA21. A majority of regions has already complied. These committees should 
serve as another instrument to support the awareness, establishment and good performance of 
LA21s. Committees should include state representatives at the regional level, representatives 
of regional authorities and representatives of other stakeholders. Also, the Ministry has 
published guidance documents with recommendations for developing an LA21 as well as 
adopting concrete measures for individual sectors. 

The Reference Framework (RF) has been finalised and was announced to the prefects of 
regions and departments by the Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development in July 
2006, several months before the adoption of the revised NSDS. Several municipal 
representatives participated in a preparatory group, offering their previous LA21 experience 
and ‘testing’ the RF’s applicability so as to prevent it being “too far from local realities”. The 
RF therefore represents an attempt to ‘localise’ national SD framework established by the 
NSDS. 

The RF has two dimensions: thematic objectives and procedural aspects. There are five 
thematic objectives (finalités): 

• fight against climate change and protection of the atmosphere 
• protection of biodiversity, nature protection and resource protection 
• human development and good quality of life for all 

• inter-territorial and intergenerational cohesion and solidarity 

                                                 
26 In France, as in some other countries, Local Agenda 21 is often called simply ‘Agenda 21’. 
27 Details about existing Local Agendas 21 can be found on the website of Comité 21, URL: 
http://www.agenda21france.org/france.html. 
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• responsible production and consumption patterns. 

The five procedural aspects (éléments déterminants de la démarche) are the following: 

• participation of the public and relevant actors 

• proper steering 
• horizontal integration 
• evaluation 

• a strategy of continuous improvement. 

Our interviewees perceived the RF to have a number of purposes. All our interviewees 
stressed the aim of the RF to stimulate concrete action for SD at the sub-national levels (as 
opposed to declaratory support and planning exercises). Further, the RF should serve as a 
checklist to help sub-national authorities with a newly manifested interest in SD issues to 
prepare and run LA21 or similar processes. The RF should achieve a stronger coherence 
between implemented LA21s, both horizontally and vertically, however not necessarily 
enforcing any specific targets on sub-national authorities. Instead, its effect should become 
visible in terms of the process and thematic focus, while still enabling evaluation. Finally, 
according to one of our interview partner, the RF should foster local dialogue in smaller 
cities which are not involved in sub-national policy-making in areas such as waste 
treatment (i.e. areas in which decisions are made at higher political-administrative levels). 

The LA21 processes and commitments pursued by sub-national authorities at the levels of 
municipalities, various intercommunal bodies, departments and regions should correspond 
with the thematic objectives and procedural aspects of the RF. Authorities also have the 
opportunity to undergo evaluation and receive an award of recognition by the Ministry. Some 
municipalities and intercommunal bodies supposedly choose objectives identical with those of 
the RF, while some understandably tailor the RF to their own unique conditions. Once a year 
the authorities have the opportunity to submit detailed descriptions of their LA21 projects 
(including budgets, personal responsibilities, members of partnership committees etc.) to the 
Ministry, focusing on their linkages to the RF. Representatives of the authorities also receive 
an opportunity to present their project in front of the representatives of the Ministry as well as 
the national28 and regional LA21 committees. The results of the evaluation performed by the 
Ministry are then made public. The participating municipalities receive certificates as well as 
a written assessment reports detailing also recommendations for future improvement. The 
award of recognition is awarded for three years and extended on the basis of good future 
performance. 

It seems that initially only few municipal authorities were keen on adopting the RF 
methodology. Our interviewees stressed that especially the mayors do not like to hear about 
being unsuccessful since the RF was perceived as an additional performance standard. The 
preparatory group therefore advised the Ministry to present the RF in a more ‘friendly’ way, 
as a voluntary commitment rather than legal requirement. Also, the RF (and, indeed, SD 
problematique in general) should not be presented to the local level as something that will 

                                                 
28 The National Agenda 21 Commission consists of representatives of sectoral Ministries, associations of 
administrative-territorial units and stakeholder associations. 
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completely change local policies because they will be reluctant to adopt it. The RF should 
enable sustainability concerns to be easily integrated into existing policies. 

We have already mentioned the role of mayors in adopting LA21 at the municipal level. 
Decisions on adopting the RF as the backbone of their LA21 rest on a variety of expectations. 
Among the chief motivations are to make the municipality more visible as well as to acquire 
political capital through the confirmation by the Ministry that their LA21s perform well. Also, 
some of our interviewees stressed the aim to validate or check how ‘correctly’ the 
municipalities developed their LA21s and that they are heading in a good direction. At last, it 
is often expected that the RF will help to focus LA21s on concrete actions. 

Participation in the RF award of recognition did not incur any significant resources in the 
municipalities which our interviewees represented. However, the preparation, implementation 
and evaluation of Local Agenda 21 incurs various kinds of costs (relevant personnel, 
organisation of local dialogues, publication of awareness-raising handouts and other 
materials, travel and horizontal and vertical networking, not mentioning costs of actual 
projects), and in most cases these costs seem to be borne fully by the municipality. In the 
municipalities examined the RF has been implemented without the assistance of external 
experts. 

Besides LA21, the national level implements several SD-related initiatives offering an 
opportunity for participation of sub-national authorities. In September 2007 the “grenelle de 
l’environnement” process was launched, consisting of 33 working groups (comprising 
altogether more than 800 stakeholder representatives, including representatives of sub-
national authorities) and a series of roundtable discussion to better formulate actions for 
sustainable development. It has been instrumental in e.g. preparing and supporting the 
inclusion of sustainable development curricula into secondary education. Another opportunity 
for the involvement of sub-national authorities is the annual ‘national sustainable 
development week’ that enables various societal actors to present their experience and share 
best practices. It helps to translate the complexity of sustainable development into concrete 
projects. Also, the Ministry is preparing a framework for local sustainability evaluation with 
an intensive involvement of administrative-level representatives from around 20 
municipalities. 

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

We have identified several outcomes of the utilisation of the Reference Framework. 

One of the functions of the RF is its ability to turn attention also to non-environmental issues 
through such objectives as quality of life and consumption and production patterns. It is quite 
clear that the environment is the SD pillar that is most easily understood by the authorities and 
communicated to the public. However, we have also encountered a slight criticism that the RF 
is still relatively weak on economic issues. Municipalities alone face difficulties involving 
economic actors in their LA21s and the RF could reflect on this. The RF helps to present the 
themes and issues of SD to the public. 
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Following the procedural aspect of participation, municipalities with LA21s commonly 
organise ‘local dialogues’ for their citizens. One of the reported results is higher enthusiasm 
for and awareness of LA21 with the public. (We should add, however, that the RF itself is not 
aimed at citizens but at SD-responsible administrative staff.) The process aspects of the RF 
foster public involvement. 

According to one of our interviewees all municipalities with LA21s following the RF are now 
in a ‘feedback group’ where they discuss their experience with its implementation. The RF 
therefore at least slightly contributed to a more intensive horizontal interplay, mainly between 
municipalities interested in the implementation of LA21. Especially valuable is the 
opportunity for small municipalities to interact with large, more experienced ones. Due to the 
shared structure, exchange of experience is easier. In addition, the RF decisively contributed 
to a more intensive cooperative vertical interplay with urban communities and directly with 
the national level. According to one of our interviews it even contributed to international 
recognition of municipalities with LA21s. The RF also serves as a networking tool, fostering 
an increase in horizontal and vertical interplay. 

The RF, and especially the award of recognition, has several beneficial effects on municipal 
administrations. First of all, the municipality acquires visibility and reputation. Due to the 
nature of the assessment the political level better realises that an LA21 is not a one-time 
exercise but requires continual work. Therefore, the RF strengthens the mainstreaming of 
SD issues into municipal operations as it improves interaction between the political level 
and the administrative staff responsible for SD within the municipality and stimulates 
creation of better conditions for their work. The institutionalized nature of the RF enables to 
make LA21s less political (notwithstanding the fact that administrative/technical staff are 
more involved in LA21s than the political representatives of a municipality). The 
administrative staff responsible for SD also learn  how to better present their LA21s (as they 
have to go through the experience of presentation of projects). Generally, the RF seems to be 
of more benefit to the administrative level than to the political level. 

The RF has also positive effects at the national level. The Ministry acquires a better overview 
of existing LA21 processes at the sub-national levels. The RF fosters higher coherence among 
LA21s both horizontally and vertically, and therefore it is an effective instrument that on the 
one hand enables steering, but on the other leaves considerable freedom to the municipalities. 
The RF provides an opportunity to create and test new steering tools as the national level has 
a more unified response from the sub-national levels on their needs and experience. Lastly, 
the RF seems to go around the resistance that evaluation of territory meets in France at the 
local level. 

Based on our interviews we conclude that general satisfaction with the RF varies, although it 
would seem that positive opinions significantly outweigh the negative. From the above it is 
clear that the RF has numerous beneficial effects at sub-national levels. However, one of the 
points of criticism raised by our interviewees is that SD is a problematique that is too 
complex to be captured by the RF. 

There are several challenges associated with the implementation of the RF. It is challenging to 
build interest among the mayors for RF-compliant LA21s. It seems that it is reliant on finding 
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the optimal balance between the steering function of the RF on the one hand and its 
adaptability to the local conditions as well as the freedom of the municipalities to choose to 
participate and the costs incurred through participation on the other hand. 

The RF seems to be easily transferable to other countries although its usability would depend 
on their states of existing LA21 processes and institutional frameworks. 

  

France 

Background factors: 

• Centralised political system 
• Very complex political-administrative structure, 

decentralised execution of state administration, municipality 
as the basic unit having the right to form joint ‘inter-
communal’ structures 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 
• Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development 

(administrative) 

Regional level: 
• Regional councils (political) 
• Regional Committees for LA21 (political and 

administrative) 

Department level: • General councils (political) 

Intercommunal 
levels: 

• Administrations of urban communities, communities of 
agglomeration and communities of municipalities 

• Representatives of the state (rather political) 

Municipal level: 
• Mayors (political) 
• Municipal councils (political) 
• SD-responsible units (administrative) 

Other stakeholders: • Municipal citizens 

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Patterns of interplay complicated due to: i) many-layered 
political-administrative structure; ii) different political-
administrative levels can have differing political 
affiliations; iii) different organisational units can be 
responsible for a given SD issue in same-level units 

• Cooperation of municipalities with national and regional 
levels of a more technical and administrative nature 

• Moderately intensive administrative exchange and 
cooperation between municipalities and inter-communal 
bodies 

Horizontal: 

• Intensive administrative cooperation especially among 
municipalities with similar interests belonging to the same 
urban community 

• Political cooperation among municipalities when support of 
the mayors is desirable 

Good practice – LA21 Reference Framework: 
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• MoE has published guidance documents with recommendations for developing a 
LA21 as well as adopting concrete measures for individual sectors. 

• Municipal representatives participated in a preparatory group, offering their 
previous LA21 experience and ‘testing’ the RF’s applicability so as to prevent it 
being “too far from local realities”.  

• ‘Feedback group’ for discussing experience with RF’s implementation. 

• The RF is broad enough to accommodate local priorities, yet focuses attention on 
five thematic and five  process-related areas. 

• Sub-national authorities have an opportunity to undergo evaluation and receive an 
award of recognition by the Ministry as well as a written assessment reports 
detailing recommendations for future improvement. 

• Local dialogue in smaller cities which are not involved in sub-national policy-
making in areas in which decisions are made at higher political-administrative 
levels. 

Transferability factors: 

• Centralistic political system with strong municipal competences (of a federal 
political system with regions with strong competences and a strong tradition of local 
democracy) enables the success of such an instrument. Success is reliant on finding 
the optimal balance between the steering function of the RF on the one hand and its 
flexibility on the other hand. 

• Clear targets within the NSDS: one objective of the French NSDS targets sub-
national levels as it aims to establish a certain number of working LA21 initiatives. 

• Recent growth of interest in SD as a theme for action and rapid growth of interest of 
mayors and political representatives at the level of urban communities to participate 
in Local Agenda 21 processes create a window of opportunity for such an 
instrument. It is useful in a situation when there are few existing LA21 processes in 
the country, yet there is a strong interest to develop more. 

• Due to the distribution of competences and the right window of opportunity we 
think this mechanism is of a medium degree of transferability. 
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Germany 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

Germany’s constitutional law (Grundgesetz) establishes a union of regional states 
(Bundesländer). The state functions are allocated on the principle of subsidiarity, i.e. the 
national state is only responsible for those duties which can be better executed at the national 
level, with all other duties being the responsibility of the sub-national levels. In total, 
Germany consists of 16 regional states (NUTS 2) and about 12 300 municipalities (NUTS 5). 
In this case study we focus on the link between the national and regional levels as related to 
SD activities in Germany. 

Every regional state in Germany has its own constitution and political-administrative structure 
(regional government, regional parliament and judicial system). The regional government 
consist of sectoral ministries (usually between 8-12, depending on the size of the regional 
state) responsible for a wide range of policy areas, e.g. interior affairs, finance, economy, 
education, science, culture, environment or social policy. Regional states, however, have a 
strong position in the German political system not only because they can adopt their own 
policies in various fields, but also because through the Bundesrat, the second chamber of 
parliament, they can influence the legislation adopted at the national level. In addition, there 
are several policy areas in which the responsibility is shared by the national and the regional 
levels. Generally, the regional states in Germany are characterised by a high degree of 
independence in various policy fields and therefore can develop their own SD policy 
frameworks. 

In most of the regional states, the responsibility for SD policy-making and coordination is 
held by the ministries of environment. One interview partner mentioned that only in Lower 
Saxony does the coordination of the regional SD process lie with the Office of the Regional 
First Minister (Staatskanzlei). 

There are two levels of vertical cooperation and exchange between the national and regional 
levels in policy-making: On the one hand, regional states can influence political decisions 
made at the national level through the second chamber of the parliament. On the other hand, 
the Conferences of Sectoral Ministers (Fachministerkonferenzen) were established to foster 
an exchange at the political level (i.e. regional ministers of the different sectors negotiate with 
the respective national minister), and on the administrative level (i.e. each sectoral conference 
consists of several National-Regional Working Groups (Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgemeinschaften 
– BLAGs) made up of national and regional public administrators). The regional 
environmental ministers and the national minister of the environment meet two times a year in 
the Conference of Environmental Ministers (Umweltministerkonferenz – UMK). The UMK 
includes eight BLAGs in which public administrators of both levels meet to discuss different 
topics of environmental policy and SD. All interview partners pointed out that there is a good 
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working relationship between the national state and the regions, both at the political and 
administrative level. One interviewee argued that the cooperation between the levels works 
best through personal contacts with public administrators of the national Government Office 
responsible for national SD coordination and the national Ministry of Environment. The 
interviewee suggested that “the national-regional working groups were important at the 
beginning to establish the contacts between the responsible persons at both levels, but 
personal contacts have proved to be more stable and lasting than the changing working 
groups”. 

The interviewees also highlighted that there is regular vertical cooperation between the 
regional states and the municipalities on SD issues, mainly through Local Agenda 21 
processes. For instance, the Ministry of Environment in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania 
organises a competition for innovative local SD initiatives. In Hesse, the regional government 
established a funding programme to initiate LA 21 processes (total spending about € 6 Mio), 
although the programme was perceived as too administrative by one of our interviewees. 
Moreover, Hesse organises an annual event to exchange experiences on specific topics and to 
discuss common projects with the municipalities. 

In summary, there is regular exchange and good cooperation in the policy-making process 
between policy-makers and public administrators from the national and regional level. 
Although the institutional bodies (conferences of sectoral ministers and national-regional 
working groups) are important, personal contacts and informal exchange mainly between 
public administers are crucial. Similar to Austria (which is characterised by similar 
features in its political-administrative system), the importance of informal exchange and 
network-like governance structures has increased. Moreover, regions cooperate with the 
local level on SD issues primarily through LA 21 processes. 

Similar to the exchange with the national level, the regional states cooperate among each 
other on the political level in the ‘Conferences of Sectoral Ministers’ and on the 
administrative level in the ‘National-Regional Working Groups’. All interviewees highlighted 
that the exchange among the regional states (political and administrative) is more intensive 
than between the regional states and the national level, mainly because the regional states 
have similar responsibilities and face similar challenges. Most cooperation between regional 
states is either geographical (e.g. partnership between northern regional states to support the 
‘UN Decade of Education for SD’) or thematic (e.g. cooperation on ‘Environmental 
Alliances’, a collaboration between the regional administration with regional businesses). 
Summing up, the cooperation and exchange (political and administrative) among regions 
in Germany is very strong, mainly because of the similar responsibilities and challenges 
faced.  

 

Involvement of regions in the national SD strategy 

 

The focus of the Germany case study is on the national-regional working groups associated 
with the conferences of sectoral ministers. They represent institutionalised platforms that 
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foster a better coordination and exchange between the national and regional levels. We mainly 
focus on the national-regional working group on climate, energy, mobility and sustainability 
(established in late 2007) and its predecessor, the national-regional working group on 
sustainable development.  

The German NSDS was adopted by the national government in 2002. Regional states have 
been involved in the preparation of the NSDS in several capacities. Our interviewees 
confirmed that regional states tried to voice their interests not only through the formal 
consultation process, but also through the National-Regional Working Groups and personal 
contact with both the Government Office (responsible for national SD coordination) and the 
Ministry of Environment. However, sub-national levels were not involved in the definition of 
the NSDS objectives. Similar to Austria, the NSDS is a strategy of the national government 
and not binding for regional states. As one of our interviewees argued, the national 
government formulated objectives in the NSDS for which the national level has no 
implementation competencies. Nevertheless, several objectives are directly relevant to the 
regional and local levels. 

For instance, the NSDS defines the objective “to account for a maximum of 30 ha per day of 
new land use in the year 2020” (German Government Office, 2002, 99). Although the 
national level is only responsible for the framework legislation in land use policy and the 
regional states and municipalities are responsible through regional planning law and zoning 
for much of the implementation, there was no coordination between the different political 
levels when defining this NSDS objective.  

Although some objectives of the NSDS directly concern the regional level, the regional 
states were not involved in the preparation of the NSDS (which, as a policy strategy, is only 
binding for the national government) nor in the definition of objectives.  

Most of the German regional states have developed their own regional SD strategies or 
Agenda 21 programmes (German Government Office, 2007). Two interview partners 
provided some background information on their regional SD strategies: The ‘Regional 
Agenda Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania’ was adopted by the regional government in May 
2006. All sectoral ministries were invited to contribute to the development of this document. 
According to the interviewee, it was difficult at the beginning to convince the sectoral 
ministries that they can make an important contribution to the strategy. However, the 
development process soon made clear that many sectoral issues are closely related to SD and, 
therefore, the contribution of the sectoral ministries could be ensured. In Hesse, the draft 
regional SD strategy is currently in the consultation phase. The decision to develop a 
comprehensive SD strategy was mainly based on the fact that (a) stronger inter-linkages 
between different policy sectors are increasingly important, (b) networking between public 
administrators and actors is crucial to utilise synergies and (c) better coordination between 
sectors must be guaranteed. Although both regional SD strategies are examples of trying to 
create stronger links between sectors, all interview partners highlighted that cross-sectoral 
integration remains a crucial challenge. Two reasons were mentioned: Firstly, long-
established structures are difficult to overcome and, secondly, cross-sectoral integration is 
mostly not understood as creating inter-linkages between all sectors based on SD criteria but 
as integrating environmental issues in the various sectors. In order to tackle better cross-
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sectoral integration, one interviewee suggested that one public administrator in each regional 
government ministry should be made responsible for SD issues.  

To sum up, many German regions have developed SD strategies or similar programmes. 
These strategies are aimed at creating a better cooperation between individual ministries 
for SD. However, cross-sectoral integration remains a crucial challenge (mainly because of 
long-established institutionalised structured and environmental policy integration rather 
than inter-linkages between all sectors).  

As outlined above, the main mechanisms for exchange between the national government and 
the regional states are the ‘Conferences of Sectoral Ministers’ (political level) and the 
‘National-Regional Working Groups’ (administrative level). Each conference of the sectoral 
ministers establishes a number of working groups on different topics that are given concrete 
mandates from the conference and need to report to the respective conference which then 
takes a political decision on the suggestions of the public administrators. Each working 
groups consist of public administrators from all 16 regional states and public administrators of 
the national government ministries. SD issues are covered by the ‘Conference of the 
Environmental Ministers’ (UMK). Currently, the UMK has eight working groups, ranging 
from sectoral working groups (on water, waste, nature protection, genetic engineering, etc) to 
the National-Regional Working Group on Climate, Energy, Mobility and Sustainability 
(BLAG KliNa) . The BLAG KliNA was established by a decision of the UMK in November 
2007 and the first meeting was held in January 2008. Among its mandates are the stock-taking 
of regional SD strategies, an update of SD indicators, developing a common position on 
environmental information systems, etc. Moreover, as one interviewee pointed out, the BLAG 
KliNa is meant to take over the work of the previous National-Regional Working Group on 
Sustainable Development (BLAG NE) which mainly focused on the information exchange 
between the national and regional level on SD strategies, sub-national contributions to the 
NSDS, development of SD indictors, etc. As one interview partner argued, the main reason 
for establishing the BLAG KliNa and including the mandates of the BLAG NE in this new 
working group was that climate policy has become a major policy field with much publicity 
and, therefore, put pressure on policy-makers to develop strategic action. According to the 
same interviewee it is not yet clear, however, how the strategic SD issues will be included in 
the BLAG KliNa and current discussions are about establishing a ‘standing committee’ on 
SD. But, as another interview partner argued, “the focus has clearly shifted towards climate 
policy issues”. In the following, we focus on the work of the BLAG NE because the BLAG 
KliNa was only recently established and, therefore, not enough experience for a more in-depth 
analysis exists. 

The interviewees stated that that BLAG NE was a platform for coordination and information 
exchange between the national level and the regional states. Public administrators of both 
levels had enough time and space to bring in their viewpoints and interests on the different 
topics discussed. Communication between the national level and the regional states worked 
well, as did exchange among the regional states. As one interviewee argued, “the positive 
experiences with the information exchange made it possible for regional states to adopt 
common positions and to represent these to the national government. Good examples are the 
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development of SD indicators as well as the common contribution of the regional states to the 
2008 NSDS progress report”. We are going to describe both issues in more detail. 

In 2001, the UMK gave BLAG NE the mandate to develop an SD indicator set for the 
regional states and the national level to measure progress towards SD. For this a working 
group was established within the BLAG NE to develop this indicator set, also taking into 
account the NSDS indicator set and indicators developed at the local level. It consisted of 
public administrators of several regional states as well as representatives from the Federal 
Environment Agency, the Federal Statistical Office and the statistical offices of the regional 
states. The working group developed a set of 24 SD indicators for six areas (i.e. climate 
protection and energy, sustainable mobility, land use, resource use, nutrition and health, 
nature protection), which was adopted by the UMK in 2004. In its decision, the UMK argued 
that “the indicator set is an important basis for SD [and] the national government and the 
regional states will use these indicators in their work towards SD” (UMK decision, 6-7 May 
2004, http://www.blag-ne.de/dateien/dat_nr95_1.pdf). Moreover, it was decided that a report 
on the experience with the indicator set and the progress made in the six areas should be 
published biannually. The first progress report was published in 2005 (UMK, 2005). 
Nonetheless, the SD indicators set is not important for the cooperation between the national 
and regional levels only, but also for SD activities within the regions. The interview partner 
who took part in the process of developing the indicator set argued that “since all regional 
states have adopted the SD indicators, it is now easier for the public administrators 
responsible for SD in the individual regional states to adopt these indicators”. 

In addition to the national-regional working groups, another mechanism for exchange of 
experience on NSDS implementation between the national government and the regional states 
has been initiated recently. In one of the last meetings of the BLAG NE, a representative of 
the national Government Office invited the regional states to formulate a ‘common 
contribution of the regional states to the 2008 NSDS progress report’. Regional SD 
coordinators took up this invitation and made sure to involve the regional government offices 
in all of the 16 regional states. A group of public administrators of six different regional states 
developed a draft ‘common contribution’ which was then sent to all 16 regional states to 
reach agreement on a final version. The final agreed version was adopted by the Conference 
of Regional First Ministers (Ministerpräsidentenkonferenz) in June 2008. The length of the 
‘common contribution’ of about eight pages was predetermined by the national Government 
Office. One interview partner who took part in the working group that developed the 
‘common contribution’ outlined its content:  

At the beginning, regional states argue that involving regions more strongly in the NSDS 
process can bring positive effects, especially when synergies of different SD activities on the 
various political levels are used. They highlight the multitude of policy approaches and 
experience achieved in the regional states with SD strategies and A21 programmes. Despite 
different framework conditions, there is some consistency regarding the main SD topics that 
are addressed on the various political levels. Moreover, regional states outline particularly 
successful practices in the regions regarding (a) the involvement of societal actors in SD 
strategy development, (b) the development of clear objectives, and (c) concrete 
implementation measures in order to transform SD from an abstract concept to meaningful 
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activities on the ground (e.g. education for SD, SD indicators, etc.). In the next section of the 
‘common contribution’ regional states refer to several major NSDS topics directly relevant to 
the sub-national level such as climate change, demographic change, sustainable resource use. 
They argue that it is more important to concentrate on the current topics and objectives of the 
NSDS and monitor progress rather than constantly generate new topics. Moreover, one of the 
main recommendations of regional states is to foster vertical and horizontal integration in SD 
policy-making (better exchange between the national and sub-national levels and stronger 
coordination between sectoral policies within and across political levels). Main focus should 
be on intensifying the exchange of experience, harmonisation of SD objectives and better 
integration of SD activities on the different levels. Finally, the ‘common contribution’ argues 
to integrate SD as a permanent topic in the Conference of Regional First Ministers in order to 
show high-level political commitment and to foster horizontal integration.   

The interview partners mentioned that the ‘common contribution’ is less an accumulation of 
different examples of regional SD activities than “a rather abstract text about those issues 
which are important for the regional states”. However, the interviewees hold differing 
opinions regarding the impact of the ‘common contribution’: One interviewee argued that this 
is the first commonly agreed contribution of all regional states to the NSDS process and, 
therefore, has a strong impact not only in the exchange with the national government but also 
within the regional states. The two other interview partners argued that the ‘common 
contribution’ is a consensus document which is rather a lowest common denominator and 
will, therefore, have limited impact on SD processes and activities.   

A national-regional working group (BLAG NE) for dealing with SD issues exclusively 
existed until late 2007. One of its objectives was the contribution of sub-national levels to 
the NSDS. The succesor working group (BLAG KliNa) now focuses mainly on climate and 
energy issues. Since its inception, the focus of the national-regional working group has 
been on sectoral environmental policy issues rather than strategic SD issues. The 
cooperation in the national-regional working group, however, created some valuable inputs 
for the NSDS process such as the development of an SD indicator set common to the 
national and regional levels and the ‘common contribution to the 2008 NSDS progress 
report’, heralding the first time the regions were invited to contribute directly to the NSDS 
progress report. 

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

Regional states have not been involved in the preparation of the NSDS as the national 
government presented the final NSDS document to the regional states without including them 
in the definition of objectives. Most regional states were not satisfied, as various NSDS 
objectives directly or indirectly affect the regional and local levels. In their ‘common 
contribution’ to the NSDS progress report of 2008 the regional states highlight the importance 
of including the regional states earlier in the development of NSDS objectives and processes. 
This would not only be important with regards to the responsibility of the regions for certain 
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NSDS objectives, but the regions could also bring in their practical experiences with and 
achievements in SD policy-making. However, our interviewees highlighted that the strong 
independence of the regional states makes coordination of implementing NSDS objectives 
difficult as the NSDS is only binding for the national government and regions feel more 
responsible for its own policy agenda, i.e. their regional SD frameworks. 

Exchange between the national government and regional states on NSDS implementation is 
fostered by the National-Regional Working Groups, i.e. previously the BLAG NE and now 
the BLAG KliNa. Although it is not yet clear what structures will BLAG KliNa develop for 
this exchange, there is continuous dialogue between public administrators of the national and 
regional level on SD issues and activities. All interview partners argued that rather than 
coordinating NSDS implementation, there was an exchange and discussion of SD activities at 
the different levels. However, the coordination between the political levels in the formulation 
of NSDS objectives could be improved, especially in those areas which fall under the 
responsibility of the regional states. This would also help the regional SD coordinators to 
push for SD activities and policies in their regional states since a coordinated strategic 
framework increases legitimacy.  

One interview partner argued that the cooperation on SD indicators fostered vertical 
integration and cooperation on exchange of data and should continue to do so. Currently, the 
SD indicator set for the regional states and the national level (24 indicators for six areas) 
focuses mainly on environmental issues. It is seen as important to establish coordination on 
economic and social indicators as well. 

Long-term cooperation between public administrators from the national and regional level 
and among the regional states enabled, firstly, to develop and agree on the ‘common 
contribution’ to the NSDS progress report 2008, and secondly, to establish informal contacts 
that foster the quick information exchange and mutual understanding. 

The interviewees mentioned the following success factors in the exchange between the 
national government and regional states on SD activities: Firstly, the ‘National-Regional 
Working Groups’ have a strong position because they are linked to the ‘Conferences of 
Sectoral Ministers’ which is a political body. The BLAG NE and the current BLAG KliNa 
can influence policy decisions. Although the working groups officially receive mandates from 
the ‘Conferences of Sectoral Ministers’, the public administrators can assist in formulating 
these mandates and raise important issues that need to be addressed at the national and 
regional level. Secondly, the cooperation between the national government and the regional 
states on SD activities has started with topics of common interest in order to establish some 
consensus. Due to the different sectoral and administrative competences of the political levels, 
this cooperation has then gradually been increased. And thirdly, the continuity in working on 
the same topic with the same institutions established personal contacts between the public 
administrators at the national and regional levels which enabled a straightforward and 
efficient exchange of information and experiences.  

The interview partners also pointed to several challenges in the exchange between the 
political levels on SD activities. Firstly, although SD activities are discussed in the National-
Regional Working Groups and the Conferences of Sectoral Ministers, it is necessary to 
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continuously explain SD and its value as a strategic policy framework. Secondly, it is difficult 
to keep SD activities on the agenda in view of changing governments and short-term election 
periods, both at the national and regional levels. Thirdly, to rely on SD indicators to foster 
vertical integration bears certain threats as it may overshadow the need to address democratic 
issues, like transparency, accountability and responsibility.  

In summary, it is important to highlight that the institutional bodies for political and 
administrative cooperation and exchange between the national and regional levels existed 
prior to the NSDS and have not been significantly affected by the NSDS. Also the interplay 
of actors in these governance structures was not impacted by the NSDS. National-regional 
working groups, linked to political decision-making bodies (the conferences of sectoral 
ministers), are important platforms as they can influence policy decisions at the national 
and regional levels. Regarding SD, the national-regional working groups were mainly used 
for an exchange and discussions between public administrators from the national and 
regional level on general SD issues rather than for coordinating NSDS implementation. 
The main reason for this is that the NSDS is binding only for the national state and the 
strong independence of the regional states makes coordinating NSDS objectives difficult. 
Nevertheless, the national-regional working group created some valuable outcomes: 
Firstly, the working group developed an SD indicator set and thus contributed to the 
operationalisation of NSDS objectives. Moreover, the indicator set provided a useful tool 
for public administrators to implement (adopt) these indicators at the regional level and 
thus create some pressure on regional policy-makers (‘spill-over effect’). Secondly, regular 
meetings of the national-regional working group enabled the development of personal 
contacts between public administrators from the national and regional levels and thus 
fostered better networking and informal exchange of information on SD issues outside the 
working group.   

The interviewees also made recommendations that should be addressed when establishing a 
similar approach of exchange on SD activities like the one in Germany:  

• Much depends on the political-administrative system of a country and its related 
structures. Therefore, before establishing mechanisms of exchange, it is important to 
reflect upon the respective structure in a country and the responsibilities of the 
different political levels. The interviewees believe that the exchange on SD activities 
as outlined above is only possible because of the federal structure in Germany. 

• Institutional and informal mechanisms of exchange are important. Institutional 
mechanisms have an official character and a clear mandate, but they should also foster 
informal and personal contacts among a stable group of representatives, which lead to 
mutual trust and efficient procedures.  

• Much success could be achieved when hierarchies were reduced. Therefore, one 
interviewee pointed out that future success in SD policy-making is fostered by flat 
hierarchies and better cooperation between representatives from all political levels.  
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Germany 

Background factors: 

• Federal political system 
• Tradition of national-regional exchange through  

o Conferences of Sectoral Ministers (political), and 
o National-Regional Working Groups (administrative) 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 
• Chancellery of the Federal Government (administrative) 
• Ministry of the Environment (administrative) 

Regional level: 
• environmental ministries, in Lower Saxony Office of the 

Regional First Minister (administrative) 

Other stakeholders:  

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Between the national level and the regions: political 
through Conferences of Sectoral Ministers (most relevant is 
the Conference of Environmental Ministers), administrative 
through working groups 

• Between regional states and municipalities mainly through 
A21 processes 

Horizontal: 

• Among the regions: political through Conferences of 
Sectoral Ministers (most relevantly the Conference of 
Environmental Ministers), administrative through working 
groups 

• Exchange between regions quite intensive 
• Regions create opportunities for exchange between 

municipalities 

Good practice – BLAG KliNa: 

• Climate policy has become a major policy field, which is reflected in the refocusing of 
the former BLAG NE to BLAG KliNa to put pressure on policy-makers to develop 
strategic action. 

• Broad mandate: stock-taking of regional SD strategies, review of SD indicators, 
environmental information systems etc. 

• Opportunity to influence policy decisions and implementation provisions. 

• Providing room for regional administrators to cooperate and formulate joint positions 
in the NSDS process. 

• Cooperation between the national government and the regional states on SD activities 
has started with topics of common interest. 

• Continuity in working on the same topic with the same institutions enables 
development of personal contacts between the public administrators at the national and 
regional levels, fostering a straightforward and efficient exchange of information and 
experience. 

Transferability factors: 
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• High-level political commitment at the national level is required. 

• The mechanism works well in a federal political system with regions having strong 
competences in policy-making. 

• National-Regional Working Groups have a strong position due to being linked to the 
Conferences of Sectoral Ministers (a political body). 

• Due to the requirements above the mechanism is assessed as having a medium degree 
of transferability. 
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Italy 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

After the Italian monarchy was abolished in 1946, the country’s constitution of 1948 
established a democratic republic. Although no major changes were made in the constitution, 
the post-1992 period in Italy is often referred to as the ‘Second Republic’ – with a significant 
move from a proportional to a more majoritarian voting system. There are three sub-national 
levels in the political-administrative system of Italy. 

Each of the 20 regions (regioni, NUTS 2) has an elected regional council (Consiglio 
Regionale) and a regional government (Giunta Regionale). The head of the regional 
government is the regional president who is directly elected by the regional citizens and has a 
very powerful status within the regional government. Each of the regions also has its own 
statute (or regional constitution): Fifteen regions have a so-called ‘ordinary status’ and, since 
the constitutional reform in 2001, not only administrative but also important legislative 
powers. Financially, however, they are still very much dependent on the national state. Five 
Italian regions are autonomous regions with a ‘special statute’. Mainly due to their linguistic 
and cultural minorities, these regions have not only legislative and administrative powers, but 
also a large financial autonomy (i.e. they can independently decide how to allocated budgets 
derived from taxes). 

Apart from implementing national regulation and policies, regions in Italy can also develop 
their own policies. As regards SD and environmental policy, Italian regions mainly follow 
European and national legislation, but also make amendments that reflect their specific 
regional circumstance. Responsibility for SD on the regional level lies in most cases with the 
environmental departments of the regional governments. The most important SD and 
environmental policy issues on the regional level are waste management, transport, energy 
policy, land use, water management and health issues. 

The second sub-national level is constituted by the provinces (province, NUTS 3) which 
undertake purely administrative duties but have their own elected officials. Currently, there 
are 110 provinces in Italy. 

Each of the provinces consists of municipalities (comuni, NUTS 5) that provide the most 
basic administrative functions for the citizens (e.g. registrations, contracting for local roads 
and public works, etc). In total, Italy has about 8 100 municipalities.  

In summary, although the Italian regions mainly follow EU and national legislation on SD 
and environmental policy issues, they take into account their specific regional 
circumstances. In order to address SD more strategically, several regions have developed 
regional SD strategies, environmental action plans or similar documents. Generally, 
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however, integrated policy strategies remain a challenge because sectoral policy structures 
remain strong and are difficult to overcome.  

The permanent State-Region Conference, established in 1983, is the main institutional body 
that fosters vertical coordination between the national government ministries and the regional 
governments. Depending on the priorities of the national government, individual ministries 
distribute technical reports on SD issues and regions can contribute in preparing national 
legislation. However, as one interview partner argued, the link between the national and 
regional levels regarding SD, both at the policy-making and administrative levels, is weak. 
Regular contact exists mainly with public administrators from the Ministry of Environment, 
but there is a lack of cooperation with other sectoral government ministries – mainly because 
the NSDS is not an important strategic policy document and has not yet been properly 
implemented. No formal exchange mechanism on SD policy exists at the level of public 
administrators.  

The Technical Board on Sustainable Development is an administrative body of the permanent 
State-Region Conference aiming to coordinate national and regional activities on SD. From 
public administrators responsible for NSDS in the MoE we learned that the Technical Board 
has not held a meeting since 2006 and no proposal have been put forward over the last few 
years. The composition of the board reflects the political situation in the country which, at the 
time when this case study was undertaken, was shortly after the general election and change 
of government in Italy. 

One can conclude that cooperation on SD issues between the national and regional levels is 
weak and limited both at the level of policy-making and administration. The main reason is 
that the NSDS is not accepted as an important policy document and the national level so far 
has undertaken little effort to establish a clear implementation process for vertical and 
horizontal integration of SD. 

Formal exchange on general policy issues between the Italian regions at the political level is 
undertaken by the Conference of the Regional Presidents. Both interviewees highlighted that 
there is exchange among regions and with the municipalities on LA 21 activities. Informal 
exchange and meetings take place between public administrators from different regions, 
especially between those that are already active on SD issues. The association, ‘National 
Coordination for LA 21’, organises an exchange of experiences and a dissemination of good 
practices. Moreover, individual regions have fostered exchanging experiences on LA 21: For 
instance, Tuscany has promoted and supported the ‘Regional Network of LA 21’ which 
consists of approximately 100 municipalities. Marche has financed LA 21 projects for several 
years and included LA 21 as an important cross-sectoral tool in its regional SD strategy. In 
recent years, however, the interest of municipalities in LA 21 has decreased and Marche 
region decided not to extend its LA 21 project budget.  

There is more exchange and cooperation among regions, especially informal contacts 
among public administrators from regions that are active on SD (i.e. those with regional 
SD strategies or environmental action plans), and among regions and municipalities. 
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Involvement of regions in the national SD strategy 

 

The case study focuses mainly on regional SD strategies and SD activities of selected regions 
and their relationship to the NSDS. We were only able to conduct interviews with two 
regional representatives only, coming from the regions of Marche and Tuscany, which are 
both very active in terms of SD initiatives.  

The current NSDS was approved by the national government in 2002. Several stakeholder 
groups, including regions and municipalities, participated in several meetings and 
workshops in the preparation of the NSDS. Our interview partners suggested that even 
despite the involvement of sub-national representatives the NSDS does not include specific 
references to SD activities in the regions. Moreover, it seems that the NSDS is not considered 
to be an important policy guiding document at the national level and was not followed-up 
with implementation measures. Regions were therefore not involved in any specific NSDS 
implementation efforts. 

In September 2007, a revision process of the NSDS was initiated by the Ministry of 
Environment. However, the general election in April 2008 and the resulting changes in the 
political representation as well as the offices of administration at the national level have 
withheld this process. So far, the representatives of the regions included in this case study 
have not been involved in the NSDS revision process. 

In order to base their environmental policies on strategic objectives, several Italian regions 
have developed regional SD strategies, including both regions covered in this case study, 
Marche and Tuscany. Marche published its SD strategy in 2006. It outlines policy objectives 
for the period 2006-10. The strategy development process was inspired by a successful 
demonstration programme, called ‘Environmental Action Programme for SD’, in which the 
region funded SD projects in different sectors, e.g. tourism, industry, agriculture, etc. The 
main policy topics addressed in the regional SD strategy (‘STRAS’) are climate change and 
energy efficiency, biodiversity, resource efficiency, sustainable consumption and production, 
and environmental health issues (Marche Region, 2006). The region is already implementing 
various objectives of the strategy, e.g. the regional council adopted a climate change action 
plan in August 2007, and the regional government funds projects on energy efficiency and 
renewable energy resources. The interview partner from Marche region argued that the reason 
why they currently focus on environmental issues and environmental integration is that an 
integrated strategy remains difficult because of strong sectoral policy responsibilities and 
established sectoral structures in the regional government. 

In Tuscany, the ‘Regional Environmental Action Plan’ (PRAA) was adopted by the regional 
council in March 2007. It outlines fourteen main objectives in the four areas: climate change; 
nature and biodiversity; environmental health; and sustainable use of natural resources and 
waste management. Since adopting the PRAA, several laws and plans for the regional 
economy to meet these objectives have been issues. Among the implementation tools of the 
strategy are Agenda 21, fostering EMAS certification, green public procurement initiatives, 
and developing integrated plans for strategic environmental assessments (SEAs).  
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It is important to mention that according to our interviewees the motivation to prepare 
regional SD strategies came from within the regions. The need for a more sustainability-
oriented direction of development policies has been recognised in the regions, serving as the 
basis for a process of outlining strategic objectives and measures for their own region. When 
preparing their regional SDSs, the regions did not specifically take the NSDS and its 
objectives into account. The representative of Marche region stated that when developing the 
regional SD, although following the general outline of the NSDS and the EU SDS, their 
region considered mainly its own relevant regional circumstances when formulating the 
objectives of the SDS. We were also able to record an interesting international transfer of 
experience at the regional level: After acquainting themselves with the Basque regional SD 
strategy at a conference in Bilbao, the public administrators of Marche have utilised it as a 
blueprint in their own process of SDS development. 

Our interview partners pointed out that the Technical Board for SD, which consists of public 
administrators from the national and regional levels, had originally been established to 
monitor NSDS implementation and to offer guidelines for regions towards SD strategies. The 
Technical Board also prepares decisions on SD that are to be adopted by the permanent State-
Region Conference. Suggestions coming from the Technical Board have been taken up by 
several regions in the development of their SD strategies. As indicated above, we learned that 
the Technical Board has not held a meeting nor put forward proposals since 2006. As 
constituting this Technical Board very much depends on the political situation in the country, 
it is expected that in case it will continue to exist, new members will be appointed by the new 
national government. 

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

As mentioned above, regions were only marginally involved in the development of the current 
NSDS, adopted 2002. The NSDS also lacks references to the regional level. However, as the 
NSDS is obviously not an important strategic document in Italy, no implementation measures 
and follow-up activities have been undertaken so far. Therefore, regions have not yet been 
involved in NSDS implementation or the revision process that started in 2007. Moreover, the 
link between the national government and the regions on SD issues is weak (both at the 
political and administrative levels).  

We can argue that the NSDS process has not led to changes in the SD-related vertical 
interplay of actors at the national and regional levels, which remains generally weak, nor 
has it resulted in procedural or governance developments.  

The interview partners highlighted that the regional SD strategies were initiated and 
developed by the regions themselves in order to direct their policies in a more sustainable 
way. Both regions addressed in the strategy development process issues of regional concern 
and specific regional circumstances, and started to implement their SD strategies with various 
implementation measures, tools and action plans. In so doing, regions defined their own 
policy objectives. Generally, both interview partners consider the regions as more advanced in 
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developing and implementing SD strategies than the national government. Horizontal 
exchange between regions on SD issues is characterised by informal contacts between public 
administrators rather than formal exchange between policy-makers.  

However, both interview partners consider a stronger involvement of regions in NSDS 
development and implementation as crucial: regions have specific knowledge about and 
experiences with SD issues on the ground and therefore could contribute with knowledge and 
best practice examples to make the NSDS more oriented on concrete measures and follow-up 
activities. In addition, since regions are responsible for implementing many of NSDS 
objectives, they should be consulted in defining those objectives (principle of subsidiarity). 

The interviewees identified the following success factors of SD strategy processes in Italy: 

• Regions are more ‘advanced’ in SD strategy processes than national government. 
Bottom-up initiatives of the regions and local initiatives are currently promoting SD in 
Italy. 

• Regions are increasingly addressing climate change issues and energy policy in a more 
integrated way. 

They identified the following challenges that lie ahead: 

• Creating a better cooperation between the national government and the regions on SD 
policy. 

• Involving regions earlier in the process of NSDS development, especially for the 
revision of the NSDS. 

To sum up, regional SD strategies were developed as bottom-up initiatives with the aim of 
addressing regional challenges in a more strategic manner. Although regions accepted 
suggestions of the Technical Board for SD and followed the general outline of the NSDS 
and the renewed EU SDS, their SD strategies mainly reflect regional challenges for which 
they developed their own SD objectives. Many regions can be considered more experienced 
in SD strategy preparation and implementation than the national level. This fact also 
resulted in suggestions by the interview partners to establish a better cooperation between 
the national and regional levels for NSDS processes in the future. Specifically, regions 
could bring in their knowledge and experience with SD issues on the ground.  

Based on their experiences in Italy, the interview partners made the following 
recommendations: 

• Involving regions and municipalities in the NSDS process is important, mainly 
because of their experiences on SD issues and activities on the ground. 

• Defining clear objectives (based on needs and experiences on the different political 
levels) and implementation measures. 

• Developing monitoring and reviewing mechanisms to see if NSDS objectives were 
met in the implementation phase.   
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Italy 

Background factors: • Federal political system 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 
• Council of Ministers headed by the Prime Minister 

(political) 
• Ministry of the Environment (political and administrative) 

Regional level: 
• Political representations of the regions (regional councils, 

regional governments, regional presidents) 
• Regional administration 

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Weak exchange through the State-Region Conference 
• Moderately intensive and informal cooperation of the 

regions with administrators from the MoE 
• Weak national-regional cooperation with other ministries  
• Good informal and administrative cooperation between 

regions and municipalities 
• No formal exchange mechanism on SD policy operational at 

the moment 

Horizontal: 

• Conference of the Regional Presidents provides room for 
political exchange 

• Informal between regional SD administrators, exchange of 
experience among municipalities (LA21) 

Good practice – regional SD strategies: 

• Internal motivation for the regional SDS; strategies owned by the regions; high level 
of political commitment at the regional level. 

• Regional SDSs focus mainly on environmental issues due to the difficulties in 
achieving cross-sectoral integration in other themes. 

Transferability factors: 

• Ineffective processes and structures for the vertical dimension of SD governance at the 
national level are creating room for independent regional SD strategies. However, 
such a development should be avoided as it makes vertical policy coordination more 
difficult. 

• Relatively independent regions in a federal political system. 

• Regional SD strategies are becoming a commonly used instrument throughout the EU. 
The instrument has a high degree of transferability. 



Malta 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

Malta is a small island country in the Mediterranean, having slightly more than 400 000 
inhabitants. Because of its size it has only two political-administrative levels: the national 
level (NUTS 1) and the local level (NUTS 5). For statistical purposes Malta is also divided 
into two sub-national levels that lie between NUTS 1 and 5: regions (3 in total), and further 
divided into districts (6 in total). However, the regional level as commonly known in larger 
EU countries does not exist in Malta; the above-mentioned regions and districts do not 
possess any political representation, administration or competences. 

Key actors at the national level include the National SD Commission (NCSD; see below), the 
Ministry for Rural Affairs and Environment responsible for NSDS coordination, and the 
Malta Environment and Planning Authority (MEPA). Due to the population density and size 
of the islands of Malta and Gozo, environmental policy is almost exclusively carried out at the 
national level. Of certain importance to SD are also the Malta Council for Economic and 
Social Development (MCESD), the Malta Resource Authority (MRA) dealing with energy 
issues, the Malta Transport Authority (MTA), and the Malta Council for Science and 
Technology (MCST), a national advisory body to the government. 

The islands of Malta and Gozo are divided into 68 local councils (municipalities), of which 14 
are on Gozo, a small island with a population of about 30 000. The strengthening of the role 
of local government is a relatively recent phenomenon; local councils came into existence 
through a 1993 Local Councils Act and according to our interviewees local councils still 
possess only very limited competences when compared with municipalities of other EU 
countries – e.g. local councils cannot raise any taxes. However, competences are gradually 
being transferred to local councils and reportedly the Maltese government is preparing further 
steps to strengthen the role of local government. At the moment, the local councils are mainly 
responsible for waste collection and to a limited extent for transport and health care. Due to 
the size of Malta, land use planning is being conducted centrally by MEPA, with the 
involvement of local councils in the process in specific cases. Similarly water management is 
performed by the national Water Service Corporation, although it is now involving local 
councils in managing rainwater. It is also noteworthy that local councils’ offices do not 
possess organisational units directly responsible for SD issues. 

A key actor in the NSDS preparatory process in Malta was the National SD Commission. It 
was established at the Ministry for Rural Affairs and Environment on the basis of the 2001 
Environment Protection Act and charged with the task to prepare the NSDS. It has 41 
members in total, including representatives of all ministries and one member representing 
local councils. It is chaired by the Prime Minister and is supposed to meet at least once 
a month. The local-level representative was appointed on the basis of a call asking for 
interested councillors from the islands of Malta and Gozo. Despite its role in the NSDS 
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preparation process some of our interviewees voiced slight dissatisfaction with the low impact 
of the NSDC’s work until now. 

Another important actor connecting the local level and the national level as well as the local 
level and the EU level is the Local Councils Association (LCA), established in 1994. The 
representation of LCA is elected from local councillors elected at the local level. Its mandate 
is to act as the official representative of local councils at the national and international levels 
as well as to serve as a horizontal coordination mechanism at the local level. The LCA 
however only has a very small administrative staff, does not possess any SD-specific 
competences and, according to our interviewees, supporting SD at the local level is not 
immediately on the agenda of the LCA. 

 

Involvement of local councils in the national SD strategy 

 

In this national case study we are examining the preparatory process of the NSDS in Malta, 
organised by the Maltese National SD Commission, and focusing specifically on the 
involvement of local authorities. Its relevance to the present study lies in Malta having 
developed an NSDS only recently. The preparation process was very broad and extensive and 
targeted virtually all segments of population – and its success can in part be attributed to the 
size of Malta. Also, Malta is a recent EU member with mechanisms of NSDS preparation and 
implementation that were only marginally examined before. 

As stated above, the NSDS was prepared by the National SD Commission and the process 
included extensive consultation, involving many different societal sectors. Let us chart the 
timeline of the preparatory process of the Maltese NSDS: 

 

2001  The new Environment Protection Act, conforming to the EU’s 
acquis communautaire,is adopted. The Act calls for the 
establishment of the NCSD, charged with the task of developing 
an NSDS. 

March 2002 In an effort to combine both land use planning and environmental 
competences in one body, the MEPA is established through a merger 
of two other bodies. 

December 2002 At the fifth meeting of the NCSD the task force for preparation of a 
NSDS is appointed. 

February 2003 The first draft of the NSDS is prepared by the task force. 

April 2004 The draft is adopted by the NCSD with minor changes (creating, in 
effect, the second draft of the NSDS). 

April 2004 A national conference launching the consultation process is 
organised with the support of the Ministry. 
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May 2004 – June 2005 The substance of the public consultation process takes place 
in the form of various events (see below). 

February 2006 Results of the public consultation process are summarised. 

March 2006 A new task force is appointed by the NCSD to finalise the draft of 
the NSDS. 

March 2006 An additional round of consultations with national-level 
governmental bodies and agencies is conducted. 

March – April 2006 On the basis of the results of the public consultation process 
as well as governmental consultations a third draft of the NSDS is 
prepared by the new task force and adopted by the NCSD. 

April 2006 A national conference concluding the consultation process is 
organised, consisting of four panel sessions on the different thematic 
sections of the strategy, each followed by an open discussion. 

December 2006 The final (fourth) draft of the NSDS is prepared by the NCSD task 
force and submitted to the national government for adoption. 

 

Let us have a closer look at the substance of the consultation process, conducted May 2004 – 
June 2005. It consisted of six types of consultation meetings, differing by the category of 
targeted stakeholders and in several cases by format. Between May and December 2004, eight 
consultation sessions with the following major groups of the Maltese society were organised: 

• women 
• farmers 

• youth and representatives of children 
• science and technology 

• NGOs 
• workers and their unions 
• local authorities 

• the elderly. 

The aim of the consultation meetings was to gather comments from the representatives of 
stakeholders defined as ‘major groups’ in Agenda 21 and to discuss their specific concerns 
relevant to the strategic directions drafted in the NSDS document (Briguglio, 2005). Each 
meeting was a one-day event. Reportedly the meetings had the following format: after the 
introduction the draft NSDS document was distributed. Next discussion procedures were 
explained and open discussion took place, followed by a concluding session. Each meeting 
had a rapporteur to collect and present suggestions and comments raised. We have not 
established how participants were contacted and involved, neither whether participants 
received sufficient information about the exercise (including the draft and executive summary 
of the NSDS) sufficiently in advance. The major group most relevant to this study is the local 
authorities group. Its coordinator was the then Vice-President of the Local Councils 
Association and a councillor on the Mellieha Local Council. 
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The regional meeting for Gozo, organised in November 2004 to explore the specific 
concerns of the island, represents the second type of consultation meeting (i.e. conducted on 
territorial grounds). The third type of meeting was conducted following the major group 
meetings in the form of five consultation meetings with representatives of stakeholders from 
various sectors of private enterprise. The sectors involved were construction, manufacturing 
industry, tourism, energy, and transport. Fourthly, to complement the “more formal” 
consultations five short focus group sessions were conducted, with the participation of 8 to 
12 representatives of societal groups such as students or young mothers. Next, a series of six 
consultation meetings with public sector stakeholders took place, including the national 
government, public corporations and authorities, and committees of the Parliament. Finally, a 
meeting with the media has the consultation process with specific categories of stakeholders. 

In addition to the major group consultation session (see above), local authorities had three 
additional opportunities to participate in the NSDS preparatory process: i) involvement 
through the LCA; ii) directly taking part by submitting comments to the NSDS to the task 
force; and iii) involvement through the local-level representative of the NCSD. 

Re i) The LCA was not directly involved in the preparation of the document, but it provided 
the local councils an opportunity to formulate a joint position that would have a certain 
political weight. Our analysis of the comments received shows that the LCA submitted only 
about four comments (out of approximately 500 received by the task force from the 
consultation process in total). 

Re ii) Similarly, there are no comments in the master list of comments received that would 
come from local councils. These two observations can be interpreted in a range of ways – 
from indicating various shortcomings of the consultation process, through indicating the 
ability of the NSDS draft to properly reflect all relevant concerns of the local councils, to the 
local council staff submitting comments as private individuals or members of other societal 
groups. 

Re iii) The local-level representative in the NCSD has not been involved in the NCSD 
preparation or been a member of the two preparatory task forces. Similarly to other non-
involved members he received drafts of the NSDS and had the opportunity to present and 
submit proposals at special meetings of the NCSD. In his opinion, the comments the local-
level representative submitted reflected not only the concerns of the Nadur Local Council on 
Gozo which he represented, but also other local councils (including rural local councils). No 
special coordination between local council representatives had to take place for this purpose 
as, in his opinion, due to the size of Malta local-level officials and administrators usually also 
have a good awareness of the concerns of local councils other than their own. 

According to our interviewees, local authorities had a number of expectations when taking 
part in the NSDS preparation. The resulting NSDS was expected to be as clear and simple as 
possible so it would be understood by regular citizens. It was to be able to explain the 
importance and issues of SD and how they affect the daily life of the citizens. The NSDS 
should also have improved management of the environment, including water, and foster 
sustainable economic development. The local-level representative in the NCSD also expected 
that the NSDS would foster local-level SD (in the form of the concept of sustainable 
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localities, as described below). It seems that perhaps due to relatively low extent of previous 
local-level involvement expectations regarding the process, rather than the result of the 
consultations, were only marginal. 

Reportedly, the Maltese government is also searching for ways how to involve local councils 
more in the implementation of the NSDS. One of the main initiatives is the concept of 
‘sustainable localities’, closely related to LA21. Among its objectives are to motivate local 
councils to commit themselves to SD-related objectives and principles, support them in 
preparing and implementing measures in areas of transport and energy savings, and to foster 
cooperation among local councils as well as sharing of best practice. In next year’s national 
budget there should be already special funding earmarked for this initiative. Prior to the 
concept of ‘sustainable localities’ no national-level strategy in support of LA21 existed. 

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

It seems that at the local level there is overall satisfaction with both the NSDS and its 
preparatory process. The extensive participatory process is considered to have been a good 
experience. There are several factors of success identified by our interview partners. 
Foremost, the size of Malta is considered a factor of success. Due to its small population size 
and high population density it is possible to literally involve (or at least target with 
information provision) almost every person in the country. Another factor of success is the 
fact that representatives of NGOs and civil society were also involved. 

However, it has been challenging communicating SD issues so as to make them understood 
by the common populace. Attempts have been made to ‘translate’ SD into specific issues that 
people encounter in their everyday lives. According to our interviewees, thanks to the 
participatory process the majority of the population now understands what SD ‘is about’, 
which makes communicating other SD initiatives as well as the concept of sustainable 
localities easier. We also see the relatively weak involvement of the LCA in the preparatory 
process as a shortcoming. 

Due to the dearth of documented outputs of the local authorities consultation meeting as 
well as the extensive number of comments collected and their necessary aggregation, it is 
very difficult to trace the impact of any specific comment or meeting on the final draft of 
the NSDS and its strategic objectives. It is therefore difficult to chart the impact of the 
involvement of local authorities on policy objectives – and even though it might seem that 
local authorities could have been involved in the preparatory process more extensively, one 
needs to keep in mind how the size of the country eases collection of information. 

At the moment it is also difficult to assess whether the position of the local councils vis-à-
vis the national level has changed in any significant way, but it seems that the NSDS 
process is creating opportunities for the sustainable localities initiative of the government. 
Other than that we have neither observed changes in vertical or local-level horizontal 
interplay between involved actors, nor identified any significant impacts on involved actors, 
including changes in capacities, competences, interests, or even learning occurring at the 
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local level. A probable contributing factor is the depth of participation – we have not 
identified levels of public involvement deeper than consultation, and participatory events 
have overwhelmingly been one-off affairs rather than settings for repeated interaction. 

However, the fact of the multi-stakeholder NCSD having been responsible for NSDS 
preparation indicates that the NSDS represents a more participatory form of governance. 

It seems that the crucial lesson transferable to other countries is the effort made to explain the 
SD concept to the citizens in simple terms and on concrete examples. This makes the 
participants of the process more informed and more empowered. 

 

Malta 

Background factors: 
• Centralised political system 
• Small country both in terms of area and population 
• Low experience with local-level policy-making 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 

• National SD Commission (political and administrative) 
• Ministry for Rural Affairs and Environment responsible for 

NSDS coordination (administrative) 
• Malta Environment and Planning Authority (MEPA; 

administrative) 

Municipal level: 
• Local councils (political) 
• Association of local councils (LCA; political) 

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Information flow between national and local levels easy 
thanks to the small size of the country 

• In the National SD Commission exchange between national 
and municipal levels minimal as only one local 
representative (political level) was a member 

Horizontal: 
• LCA does not foster exchange between local councils as 

SD is not on its agenda 

Good practice – broad participation in SD preparation: 

• The NSDS preparatory process utilised various participatory mechanisms, tailored to 
the needs of a given stakeholder group and the required outcome (stage of the 
preparatory process). 

• Preparation effectively involved citizens also thanks to the linking of the SD concept 
with daily concerns and the effort made to explain the concept in simple terms. 

• Local authorities had the opportunity to participate through several channels: as one of 
the eight major groups consulted; involvement in the Gozo regional meeting; by 
commenting on the NSDS draft; being represented through the LCA; being 
represented through a local-council member in the National Commission. Some of the 
mentioned channels have not been utilised due to unreceptive conditions. 

Transferability factors: 
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• Malta is a small country – both geographically (citizens are easy to reach) and 
population-wise (large share of the population can be involved) – with a simple 
vertical political-administrative structure (two-degree hierarchy). 

• Preparatory process was steered by the National SD Commission. 

• Due to the breadth of the participation relative to the size and hierarchical structure of 
the country we deem this mechanism to be of medium degree of transferability. 



Slovenia 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

After being part of Yugoslavia for more than 70 years, Slovenia declared its independence in 
1991. The Slovenian Constitution of 1991 defines the political and administrative levels in the 
country as well as their responsibilities. In addition to the national parliament and 
government, local municipalities are the most important level in policy-making, although In 
Slovenia regions also exist. 

Slovenia’s 12 ‘statistical regions’ (NUTS 3) exist for legal and statistical purposes, have no 
elected political bodies and political responsibilities, and their competence lies only in the 
administration of Structural Funds. A debate on the creation of new administrative regions is 
currently taking place, but the geographical classification and number of these regions has not 
yet been defined and will undergo a debate in parliament before any decisions are made. Both 
our interview partners pointed out that this issue is a hot topic in Slovenian politics which can 
only be solved on the political level. The mayors of municipalities within each statistical 
region also make up what are called ‘regional councils’. These regional councils take 
decisions which are then implemented by the municipalities or other agencies. SD issues are 
also discussed in the regional councils and public transport is one of the major issues of 
concern. Regional councils cooperate with Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) and 
decide about the regional programmes and plans developed by the RDAs. 

There are 210 municipalities (NUTS 5) in Slovenia, led by elected municipal councils, 
mayors and municipal administration. Municipalities have their own budgets (derived from 
taxes and revenues). They have several important responsibilities in relation to SD: waste 
water treatment, waste management, spatial planning, public transport, etc. In many policy 
areas, municipalities are responsible for implementing laws adopted by the national 
parliament and strategies drawn up by the national government. 

Besides the national state, municipalities are the most important political-administrative 
level in Slovenia. They are responsible for implementing SD policies adopted on the 
national level. Moreover, municipalities can set priorities on several policy areas which 
reflect their local needs (e.g. waste management, spatial planning, public transport). 
Regional councils, consisting of the mayors of a statistical region, recently set a special 
focus on public transport. 

Both interview partners argued that there is regular vertical exchange and cooperation 
between the national and sub-national levels (both political and administrative) on various 
topics. The representative of the RDA suggested that the cooperation varies with regard to the 
policy topics. For instance, the RDAs work in close cooperation with public administrators 
from the Ministry of Transport on general transport and public transport issues. RDAs also 
have regular exchanges with the municipalities. The RDA representative argued that because 
of the high number of municipalities in Slovenia, some are very small and, therefore, often 
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address the RDA in order to obtain news and information on several policy topics. The 
interview partner from the local municipality argued that there is good cooperation between 
the national level and the municipalities on general political issues; however, the cooperation 
is not so good when it comes to practical issues and implementation. It seems that 
municipalities are often left alone in their implementation efforts and emerging conflicts with 
citizens such as in the case of the national law on landfill sites. However, no system of citizen 
dialogue exists in Slovenia and support from the national government is felt as not being 
sufficient. Therefore, the interviewee argued that “there is not enough support from the 
national level for the municipalities in practical policy-making and implementing national 
policies”.  

Although depending on the policy topics in terms of intensity, there is regular exchange 
and cooperation between the national and sub-national levels, both on the level of policy-
makers and public administrators. However, this cooperation has some shortcomings, 
especially with regards to practical policy issues and the implementation stage. Therefore, 
municipalities feel “left alone” when it comes to implementing national legislation and 
emerging conflicts with citizens.  

Horizontal cooperation occurs at the level of RDAs and at the municipal level. The 
association of RDAs organises regular meetings for RDA representatives to discuss topics of 
common concern and to exchange experience on programme and project implementation, 
funding issues, etc. Moreover, RDAs have regular exchanges with several stakeholder groups, 
e.g. the business sector and NGOs. The interview partner from the RDA pointed out that SD 
issues play an important role in their work as well as in policy decisions in the municipalities, 
but cross-sectoral integration remains a major challenge. Most successful cross-sectoral 
integration takes place where there are common interests between municipalities and where 
they closely cooperate (e.g. urban planning, public transport, regional waste centres). 
Generally, however, it is difficult to coordinate all sectors and the different interests. 

Horizontal interplay between municipalities occurs also through two associations of local 
municipalities. The Association of Municipalities and Towns of Slovenia (SOS) represents 
152 municipalities (72 % of all municipalities in Slovenia) and is politically more left-wing; 
and the Association of Municipalities of Slovenia (ZOS) represents the remaining 58 
municipalities and was established by mayors of the People’s Party. Although both 
associations cooperate on general issues, there is some competition between the two. 

Generally, SD plays an increasingly important role in municipalities, but comprehensive 
cross-sectoral integration remains a challenge for the future. Cooperation among 
municipalities is usually strong and particularly fostered by the regional councils. 
Moreover, RDAs cooperate among each other on a regular basis and have an important 
role in distributing information to smaller municipalities. 

 

Involvement of regions and local authorities in the national SD strategy 
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This national case study focuses on the National Council for SD as well as the SD activities at 
the regional level and their linkages to the NSDS.  

The official NSDS addressing economic, environmental and social issues was adopted by the 
Slovenian Government in 2005 under the title Slovenia’s Development Strategy. During the 
preparation of the NSDS a consultation process was organised, including several workshops 
with participation of different stakeholder groups (business sector, academia, civil society, 
cultural sector). In addition, one of the contributions of the National Council for Sustainable 
Development to the NSDS preparation was the organisation of several topic-specific 
discussions with stakeholders.  

The National Council for Sustainable Development is the major institutional body for 
fostering cross-sectoral integration through the implementation of the NSDS. It was initiated 
by the Slovenian Government and is chaired by the Minister of Development from the 
Government Office for Growth who is responsible for coordinating and monitoring the 
implementation of the NSDS. The members of the National Council come from most national 
government ministries, local authorities, universities, civil society organisations and the 
business sector. Local authorities are represented in the National Council by two members of 
the associations of municipalities (one from SOS and one from ZOS). One of the interview 
partners for this study was a member of the National Council and represented the local 
authorities associated with the SOS. Regional level is not represented in the National Council. 
Our interview partner from the RDA mentioned that there are regular meetings with one local 
National Council member, who is a mayor from their region, where they discuss SD issues. In 
this context, cooperation between the regional and local levels works well, especially because 
personal contacts were established between the RDA and one National Council members. 
However, the RDA representative considered it necessary that RDAs are also included in the 
National Council in order to contribute with their experience of regional SD issues and 
concerns.  

The National Council for Sustainable Developed meets five to six times a year and mainly 
discusses strategic policy issues in the context of the NSDS as well as legislation and strategic 
documents with regard to SD objectives. In their last meeting in spring 2008, the National 
Council members discussed the link between the Lisbon Strategy and SD, draft legislation on 
national parks and several agricultural topics. 

The National Council has several working groups on different topics, such as the working 
group on sustainable transport. Our interview partner, who was also a member, stated that the 
working group is mainly concerned with public transport issues and the use of different 
transport modes. Members try to define conditions to make public transport more attractive 
and create incentives for a modal shift in transport (i.e. from roads to railways). Our 
interviewee argued that his contributions to the working group were guided by his interest in 
improving the conditions of public transport. He also participated in working groups of the 
regional council and was successful in establishing a direct cooperation between the members 
of the two working groups in order to achieve meaningful results that can be implemented in 
practice. Nevertheless, the local interview partner argued that there is not enough informal 
cooperation between the stakeholders within the National Council. For instance, most 
members of the working group on sustainable transport are representatives of national 
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ministries who often lack time to discuss practical issues. The interviewee pointed out that the 
style of work is too formal and would not leave enough room for informal discussions 
between the working group members. 

The National Council for SD is the major institutional body for NSDS implementation and 
cross-sectoral integration. Two representatives of local authorities (both mayors) 
participate in the meetings of the National Council where strategic policy issues in the 
context of the NSDS process are discussed. Moreover, local representatives also participate 
in the Council’s working groups on different SD policy issues.  

At the regional level, one of the major tasks of RDAs in Slovenia is to prepare regional 
development programmes. For instance, the Ljubljana Urban Region has published its new 
development programme in 2007. The representative of this RDA argued that although the 
development programme was largely prepared in a bottom-up approach including different 
regional stakeholder groups, the measures defined in the programme were influenced by the 
NSDS and are in line with the NSDS objectives: The development programme includes a 
chapter on the consistency of national and regional priorities, particularly with regard to the 
NSDS. Overall, the regional development programme outlines measures for eight different 
topics, e.g. transport accessibility for human well-being (e.g. regional spatial development for 
transport infrastructure, intermodal transport), preservation of natural and cultural heritage, 
quality of life, equal opportunities, etc. (RDA Ljubljana Urban Region, 2007). According to 
the interview partner from the RDA, the major difference in the objectives between the NSDS 
and the regional development programme is that the latter is more focused on the issue of 
accessibility to public transport. This is a major focus of the Ljubljana urban region and is, 
therefore, one of the main measures in the development programme. As part of the 
implementation of this programme, the RDA runs two case study projects, one on public 
transport and one on urban planning. The results of the projects will have an impact on 
measures to be developed on these two topics. Moreover, the regional interviewee highlighted 
the fact that the national Ministry of Transport asked the local and regional levels (both 
policy-makers and public administrators) for a more intensive cooperation on national public 
transport objectives.   

At the regional level, regional development programmes outline important policy objectives 
for the respective region, including SD objectives. Based on the interview with a director of 
an RDA and the Ljubljana Development Programme, it is important to note that these 
regional programmes are prepared though a bottom-up approach, however, they take into 
account the NSDS objectives. Ljubljana region has also started to implement its 
development programmes and funded two projects (on urban planning and public 
transport).  

Currently, there are plans in the Slovenian Government to renew the NSDS. As part of this 
revision process, a scenario-building workshop was organised in May 2008. Representatives 
of different stakeholder groups took part in this workshop where not only an update of the 
NSDS was discussed, but also general development issues of the country and the effects of 
the EU Lisbon Strategy process on Slovenia. Although invited, no representatives from the 
regional or local levels participated in the workshop. This shows that the scenario-building 
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workshop and its potential impact on the NSDS discussion was not considered important by 
the sub-national levels.  

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

The local member of the National Council for Sustainable Development we interviewed 
argued that the exchange between the national government ministries and the local 
municipalities on SD issues was improved through this council. For several years, there was a 
feeling in the municipalities that the national government is not interested in their problems 
and concerns. The National Council is a response to the pressure of the local municipalities 
pressed for a more direct dialogue with national policy-makers and public administrators, 
signifying an important recent change in vertical interaction. 

Through the National Council, local authorities contributed to the discussion of the draft 
renewed NSDS. Local authorities are only one of stakeholder group represented in the 
National Council. Close cooperation between the local authorities and other stakeholder 
groups would be important, but discussions and coordinated action between stakeholder 
groups are still not common in Slovenia (at least with environmental NGO and business 
representatives in SD-related issues). 

From what we learned, political and administrative representatives of the national government 
respect inputs from the local authorities and other stakeholders groups, but the main 
objectives of the renewed NSDS were defined by a ‘closed circle’ of representatives of 
national ministries and changing these objectives after they have already been developed was 
difficult. Another major shortcoming of the National Council is its lack of ability to follow up 
the discussions with concrete policies or activities on the ground. 

The National Council for SD established a direct dialogue and exchange on implementing 
NSDS objectives and coordinating general SD issues between the national level and local 
authorities (mainly at the level of policy-makers, but also public administrators). It 
improved the interplay among policy-makers and public administrators from the national 
and local levels and increased procedural learning in that the local authorities were given 
the opportunity to delegate two representatives in the National Council. Nevertheless, the 
concrete influence of local authorities on NSDS implementation and SD policy formulation 
through the National Council is limited because they are only one of several stakeholder 
groups represented. A close cooperation with other stakeholder groups would improve their 
influence, but is still not common in Slovenia. So far, the National Council has not been 
successful in establishing intensive cooperation between different stakeholder groups on 
SD issues. Local mayors could play a significant role in linking the different political-
administrative levels in NSDS implementation in the future. 

The interview partner from the regional level mentioned that, currently, the influence of 
RDAs in NSDS preparation and implementation is limited. Although RDAs have good 
personal contacts with policy-makers and public administrators from national ministries, they 
do not suffice to increase the influence of RDAs on SD issues. RDAs would like to see 



 144 

strategically important regions have an increasing influence in the NSDS process, e.g. the 
Ljubljana urban region, being the administrative, economical and cultural centre of the 
country and boasting a quarter of the Slovenian population. One of our interviewees 
suggested either establishing an institutional body for the exchange between the national and 
regional levels on SD issues, or to include regional representatives in the National Council.  

We identified the following success factors of the NSDS process in Slovenia: Firstly, the 
National Council fostered a better cooperation between policy-makers at the national and 
local levels. Secondly, the working groups of the National Council contribute to particular SD 
topics and cooperation with the regional council could have been established. However, a 
challenge to foster a better cooperation with the regional level and among the different 
stakeholder groups in order to agree on basic SD priorities still remains, as well as to follow-
up the discussions in the National Council by practical actions on the ground. 

The following recommendations were mentioned by the interviewees regarding NSDS 
processes and sub-national involvement: 

• It is very important to involve different stakeholder groups in order to establish a 
direct dialogue among important actors in the economic, environmental and social 
policy.  

• Cross-sectoral policy integration is needed in order to achieve NSDS objectives as 
well as SD objectives on the sub-national levels. 

• The discussions in National Councils for Sustainable Development (or similar 
institutional bodies that foster cross-sectoral integration) should be summarised and 
made publicly available. Additionally, there must be follow-up actions on the results 
of the discussions.  

 

Slovenia 

Background factors: 
• Centralised political system 
• Small country 
• Recently democratised country with a young civil society 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 
• Government Office for Growth (political) 
• Ministry of Transport (administrative) 
• Other national ministries (administrative) 

Regional level: 
• Regional councils (political) 
• Regional development agencies – RDAs (administrative) 
• Association of RDAs (administrative) 

Municipal level: 

• Elected municipal councils and mayors (political) 
• Municipal administration 
• Association of Municipalities and Towns of Slovenia – SOS 

(political) 
• Association of Municipalities of Slovenia – ZOS (political) 
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Other stakeholders: 
• Universities 
• Civil society organisations 
• Business sector 

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Regular exchange and cooperation between the national 
and sub-national levels (both political and administrative) 
on various topics, intensity varies with topic 

• Exchange between RDAs and national ministries more 
administrative/technical 

• Good cooperation between regions and municipalities 
• Interplay between RDAs and municipalities mainly in the 

form of exchange of information, valuable especially to 
small municipalities 

• Municipalities feel lack of support from the national level 
in SD implementation 

Horizontal: 

• Good and regular administrative/technical exchange 
between RDAs 

• Inter-municipal cooperation strong, fostered by the 
associations of municipalities and regional councils 

Good practice – National Council for Sustainable Development: 

• Broad stakeholder representation: most national ministries, local authorities, 
universities, civil society organisations, business sector. Local authorities 
represented by two municipal representatives, one representing SOS and one ZOS 
(both mayors). Ideally, RDAs would also be represented in the Council. 

• Regular meetings are held 5-6 times a year. 

• Working groups on different topics, highest attention now given to public transport. 

• Over time, the Council can provide an opportunity for the development of informal 
relations, especially in the working groups. 

Transferability factors: 

• High-level political commitment to having a relevant national council for SD issues 
and to open the traditionally sectoral issues to cross-sectoral discussion. 

• Regular meetings of the National Council for SD and sectoral working groups 
intensify exchange on SD issues, also taking into account sub-national issues and 
challenges 

• In Europe, National Councils for SD are now commonplace (although they operate 
with in various institutional conditions and with varying success). This mechanism 
has a high degree of transferability. 
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Spain 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

Spain is a constitutional monarchy. In addition to the national level, the following political-
administrative levels exist in Spain: autonomous communities, provinces, counties and 
municipalities. 

At the national level (NUTS 1), the most important bodies responsible for SD policies are the 
Ministry of the Environment (after the recent change of government merged into the Ministry 
of Environment, Rural Affairs and Marine Affairs) that also hosts the secretariat of the 
National Commission for SD. The National Commission is chaired by the Minister of the 
Economy and counted among its members all Ministers whose portfolios were considered 
relevant for SD. The body involving stakeholder representatives (from NGOs, trade unions, 
consumer and producer associations as well as the Spanish Confederation of Municipalities 
and Provinces) is the Environmental Advisory Committee (CAMA), also chaired by the 
Minister of the Environment. 

The first division of the national level is represented by 17 autonomous communities and two 
autonomous cities (NUTS 2). Autonomous communities have their own independent elected 
parliaments, governments and, in some cases fairly extensive, administration. They 
correspond to regions or German Bundesländer but possess more competences; although it 
needs to be pointed out that the scope of competences varies by community. Due to the 
diversity in competences as well as freedom to develop appropriate organisational structures it 
is difficult to draw any definite conclusions about the extent to which SD issues are 
represented in the autonomous communities as a whole. For example, in Catalunya, beside the 
SD Advisory Group composed of senior scientific specialists, the body most relevant to SD is 
the Ministry of Environment and Housing. It possesses various relevant departments, mainly 
the General Directorate of Environmental Policies and Sustainability, with main lines of work 
including climate change and sustainability, environmental evaluation of projects and plans at 
various levels, and environmental education and awareness. The Directorate has a staff of 40 
to 50 administrative employees. The Ministry has three additional directorates which cover 
traditional competences such as monitoring and controlling the quality of the environment or 
protection of biodiversity. In addition, the Ministry is in control of two large agencies: one 
dealing with water management (reportedly having more than 1200 employees), and one with 
waste management. The Ministry produces laws and regulations for all lower levels. 

Reportedly the Catalan Ministry of Environment and Housing approaches SD initiatives 
following the principle of strong focus on selected issues. According to our interviewees, 
climate change is the issue that is currently the highest on the agenda and, accordingly, the 
Ministry has an Action Plan on Climate Change in development. It seems that one of the 
reasons for this selective approach is a lack of integrated vision in the form of e.g. a regional 
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SD strategy. Since this lack of integrated vision is perceived as a potential hindrance, the 
Catalan government now plans to prepare a regional SD strategy as existing strategic 
documents lack the scope and breadth of an SD strategy. Four autonomous communities 
already have regional SD strategies of their own (most notably Galicia, the Basque Country 
and Andalucia). SD policies at the level of autonomous communities seem to be quite 
significantly affected by the priorities of political parties, which interpret sustainability on 
their own terms and differ significantly in issues of territorial policy and others. Since the 
integration of SD policy objectives and initiatives between the national and regional levels is 
relatively weak, especially autonomous communities with stronger competences pursue their 
own initiatives (including regional SD strategies) independent of the national level. 

Autonomous communities are divided into 50 provinces (NUTS 3), which count as the first 
level of local administration, with offices entitled deputations (diputaciónes). Political 
representation of provinces, which in terms of competences have been likened to departments 
in France, is determined through municipal elections. According to our interview partners, 
since the 1990s provinces are the main level responsible for sustainability plans and they 
increasingly focus on practical initiatives. At the provincial levels well-financed units directly 
responsible for SD exist. Their aim is to finance and coordinate local action plans, provide 
technical and financial support to both rural and urban municipalities, as well as measure and 
monitor SD performance at lower levels.  

Counties (comarcas, NUTS 4) represent the next lower level of division. In many cases 
comarcas possess competences in areas of municipal services such as waste management and 
water treatment, but they are also responsible for managing any protected sites in their 
territory. Similarly to autonomous communities, political representation of the counties is 
determined through municipal elections. Several counties have already launched Agenda 21 
initiatives, such as the Bizcaya county in the Basque Country. 

At the lowest level of political-administrative division are the municipalities (municipios, 
NUTS 5). Municipal competences were stabilised in the 1990s, although the competences of 
the national and regional levels in the area of SD are still growing. Municipalities possess 
strong competences in waste and urban development, but also urban planning and social care. 
Usually they do not possess specific competences in areas of water management, energy or 
climate change issues. A number of Spanish municipalities signed the Aalborg Charter and 
took up Local Agenda 21 initiatives. Even these municipalities do not tend to possess specific 
SD-responsible units, and the SD agenda is handled instead by environmental departments 
and urban and rural planning departments. 

In relation to SD issues, the most important political-administrative levels of Spain seem to 
be the provinces and counties (two of the three municipal levels). However, both the level of 
autonomous communities (the regional level) and the national level undertake strategic 
initiatives to provide leadership in SD policies to lower political-administrative levels. 

Based on the results of our interviews we suggest that vertical interaction of the regional level 
with national level is mainly sectoral, primarily in areas of water, waste and energy 
management. In SD policies specifically it can be described as low. Distribution of SD 
competences is not consolidated (and reportedly became a political question recently) which 
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can be attributed to the fact that division of competences between these two levels varies by 
region and the framework for coordination has not yet been clearly established. The regional 
administrative level does not have a clear political reference in SD issues, e.g. the contact 
with the National SD Commission seems to have significant shortcomings.  

It seems that the intensity of vertical interplay between the regional and municipal levels is at 
least in some cases stronger than between the national and regional levels. Regional 
governments often help the local governments to develop their own sustainability strategies 
and plans. An example is the autonomous community of the Basque Country where the 
government cooperates with the Sustainability Network of Basque Municipalities 
(UDALSAREA 21), consisting of 197 municipalities, several counties, the Association of 
Basque Municipalities and other actors. Also, an annual evaluation report on the contribution 
of each regional department of the government to environmental sustainability is prepared by 
the Basque Country in a manner that enables horizontal cooperation at both political and 
administrative levels between various departments. The report serves to pursue coherence of 
LA21 objectives across municipalities. 

Horizontal cooperation between the regions exists at the administrative level – again, in 
sectoral issues and not in SD policies/strategies as such. 

Vertical cooperation and exchange seems to be stronger between the level of autonomous 
communities and the municipal levels than between the national level and autonomous 
communities. It would also seem that cooperation occurs mainly at the technical and 
administrative level. Autonomous communities with own SD programmes often support 
horizontal cooperation and exchange on SD issues at the municipal levels. 

 

Involvement of regions in the national SD strategy 

 

The Spanish case study is an example of the first type of implementation mechanism, i.e. 
involvement of sub-national authorities in the NSDS preparatory process. Spain is also 
interesting on the grounds that during 2006-2007 it prepared an NSDS for the first time and 
also presents a fairly recent example. We cover also the relationship between the NSDS and 
the regional SDSs and its context in more detail. 

The new Spanish NSDS, approved in November 2007, is criticised by our interviewees for 
being too general and lacking a strong impetus for action – perhaps lacking significant 
commitments “in order to obtain a fast consensus”. It has been suggested that it was prepared 
mainly to comply with the formal requirements of the European Commission. The NSDS 
seems to address recent economic issues although the relation to competitiveness and the 
Lisbon Strategy is not made entirely clear. It has also been suggested that the NSDS consists 
only of a set of obligations and actions that are already binding for individual Ministries. Our 
interviewees also stated that the new Spanish NSDS is not very well connected to existing 
regional initiatives. We suggest that shortcomings in vertical integration (both in terms of 
objectives as well as mechanisms) between the SD initiatives of the national level and the 
level of the autonomous communities can at least in part be attributed to the relatively low 
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measure of targeted involvement of sub-national authorities in the preparatory process as well 
as its, according to our interviewees, relative haste. The process of preparation of the draft 
strategy was based apparently on integrating initiatives that are already being performed by 
individual sectors while procedures to integrate objectives across multiple levels have not 
been utilised extensively. 

The preparatory process of the Spanish NSDS was coordinated by the President’s Office for 
the Economy of the Government of Spain and included several types of national-level events 
to involve various stakeholders and obtain their comments. The most important participatory 
event during the preparation of the Spanish NSDS was the Conference on Sustainable 
Development Strategy. The Conference was organised by the CAMA for its member 
organisations and held in Madrid during three days in July 2007. The Conference served to 
obtain comments from various stakeholders (the CAMA member organizations) on the draft 
of the NSDS that already reflected the positions of individual Ministries. Each organisation 
had the right to nominate one representative and invite one external expert. Autonomous 
communities were also invited to participate through chosen representatives of their 
environmental departments. Provincial and local authorities were also represented indirectly 
through the Spanish Confederation of Municipalities and Provinces; however, based on our 
information it seems that the Confederation has not been very vocal in coordinating and 
representing the sub-national authorities. 

The Conference consisted of seven workshops devoted to various dimensions and objectives 
of the draft NSDS and a concluding plenary session. In each workshop one thematic area of 
the NSDS document sent to participants in advance should be discussed; it seems, however, 
that the draft text of the NSDS had not been sent well enough in advance to allow for proper 
analysis of the document and preparation of a position for the workshop by all the 
participating parties. It is possible that a more generous timeframe would have allowed the 
participants to bring more relevant data to the table and help the workshops to produce 
stronger outputs. Tight timeframe also prevented the autonomous communities from 
formulating a common position before the Conference. At least one of our interviewees 
indicates that the information about the preparatory process, accompanying the draft NSDS, 
was also insufficient – participants were therefore not clear about their role in the preparatory 
process. At least two of our interviewees suggested that the chosen format for the Conference 
(several hours of discussion for each thematic area) was not sufficient given the breadth, 
complexity and importance of an NSDS. Costs of participation had to be in part borne by the 
autonomous communities (travel costs, working time). 

The draft of the NSDS was also sent to regional governments to have the opportunity to 
prepare comments for a subsequent meeting chaired by the Minister of Environment in 
October 2007. For several autonomous communities the meeting was the only mechanism of 
involvement in the preparatory process. According to the staff of the National SD 
Commission’s Secretariat, in this meeting political-level representatives of regional 
governments  communicated several comments and suggestions for the NSDS. 

Regional authorities are to varying extent also involved in ‘sectoral conferences’, which 
serve as advisory bodies of individual ministries. Reportedly the draft of the NSDS was 
discussed in several of these bodies as well.  
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Our interview partners’ expectations regarding the whole preparatory process were not very 
high. Two of our interviewees suggested that the document did not sufficiently reflect a large 
number of existing SD documents at the level of the autonomous communities and even at the 
national level. This meant that the analysis contained in the NSDS could have been stronger 
and that the NSDS also missed an opportunity for vertical coordination. Since, according to 
our interviewees, substantial changes to the document would have been needed, they saw the 
realism of the proposed measures as questionable. Participating autonomous communities 
however understood that the final NSDS will impact on their work. 

The preparatory process seems to have succeeded in involving regional and local 
authorities only to a limited extent, although it provided opportunities for both political and 
administrative/technical exchanges. This shortcoming is at least in part responsible for the 
weak integration between existing regional initiatives and NSDS objectives. 

 

Summary and recommendations 

 

The involvement of autonomous communities in the NSDS preparatory process has been 
described as insufficient; our interviewees described the impact of the autonomous 
communities on the final version of the NSDS as limited or poor. The most significant 
participatory mechanism has been the Conference on Sustainable Development Strategy. 
Although reportedly a significant amount of comments raised at the Conference has been 
taken up in the final text of the NSDS, it has been pointed out by our interviewees that 
comments which would require substantive revisions were not reflected. Some of the 
interviewees suggested that in order to be effective a longer preparatory process with perhaps 
repeated opportunities for participation is required. 

The preparatory process has not influenced cooperation with actors at the national level, nor 
with other stakeholders in any significant way. Our results indicate that at least for 
autonomous communities with previous experience with SD processes the preparatory 
process has also not resulted in changes of competences, capacities or interests. 

The involvement of the autonomous communities in the preparatory process of the Spanish 
NSDS has, to our knowledge, not resulted in significant changes in vertical or sub-national 
horizontal interplay. Examining impacts on actors we also have not identified any resulting 
changes in competences or capacities of the sub-national authorities involved. From what 
we can judge, the preparatory process has also failed to meaningfully increase the interest 
of sub-national authorities in SD initiatives and the NSDS in particular. 

We have already emphasised the lack of vertical linkages between the national priorities and 
regional initiatives (especially regional SDSs) in the new NSDS. In our opinion, it is in part a 
result of the relatively insufficient involvement of the regional authorities. It also seems that 
there is a lack of recognition of the regional SD initiatives at the national level – our interview 
partners stated that there is only minimal support (be it in the form of information, methodical 
or technical guidance, finances, networking opportunities, coordination, monitoring, or other 
services) provided for the creation of sub-national SD strategies. 
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Several challenges associated with the NSDS and its preparatory process, related to the 
vertical dimension that is the focus of this study, have been identified by our interview 
partners, namely: 

• It seems that horizontal integration of sectoral policies hinders effective buy-in of the 
autonomous communities (i.e. vertical policy integration). Reportedly for autonomous 
communities it is difficult to express commitment during NSDS preparation as it 
exceeds their competences. On the other hand, this might also indicate the lack of 
adequate procedures for integrating objectives across multiple political-administrative 
levels. 

• Effective participation of representatives of autonomous communities was further 
complicated by the fact that reportedly they were neither involved in the writing of the 
first draft nor informed about their role in the drafting of the NSDS document 
adequately and well enough in advance. 

On the basis of the data collected through the interviews we can recommend that: a) sub-
national authorities could have been involved in earlier stages and been adequately  informed 
well in advance about their role in the process – they could, for example, have been involved 
in the baseline analysis as a lot of useful data exists at the regional level; b) participation 
opportunities should have been designed so as to support repeated interaction rather as one-
off events; c) procedures to develop linkages to sub-national SD initiatives, especially 
regional SDSs, should have been utilised; d) the whole preparatory process could perhaps 
have been made more transparent by a publicised work plan. 

 

Spain 

Background factors: 
• federal political system 
• large country 

Relevant actors: 

National level: 

• Ministry of Environment, Rural Affairs and Marine 
Affairs (administrative) 

• Secretariat of the National Commission for SD at the 
MoE (administrative) 

• Ministry of the Economy (administrative) 
• Environmental Advisory Committee – CAMA 

(political and administrative) 

Regional level: 
• SD-responsible bodies of the autonomous communities 

(environmental ministries; largely administrative) 

Provincial level: 

• Provincial administration (deputation) having SD-
responsible units 

• Spanish Confederation of Municipalities and Provinces 
(political) 

County level: • County administration 

Municipal level: 
• Environmental or planning departments 

(administrative) 
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Patterns of interplay: 
Vertical: • Interaction between the national level and the regional level 

is mainly sectoral and administrative/technical, with low 
intensity 

• Interplay between the regional and municipal levels is 
stronger in several issues 

Horizontal: • Exchange between regions is rather administrative 
• Exchange between municipal levels often supported by 

regions 

Good practice – Conference on the SD Strategy: 

• Mainly aimed at exchange between the national level and the autonomous 
communities (regions) as well as national stakeholders. 

• Each organisation had the right to nominate one representative and invite one 
external expert. 

• Provincial and local authorities represented by the Spanish Confederation of 
Municipalities and Provinces. 

• Format: 7 workshops devoted to various dimensions and objectives of the draft 
NSDS and a concluding plenary session (however, having a series of thematic 
workshops at an earlier stage would do more justice to the complexity of individual 
issues). 

Transferability factors: 

• Relative independence of the autonomous communities in a federal political system. 

• Government’s interest to involve regions in various capacities in the preparation of 
an NSDS: providing data, providing examples of working strategic SD processes at 
the regional level, representing also interests of lower political-administrative levels. 

• Ideally, better and earlier information provision about the preparatory process would 
be desirable so the tight timeframe would be used more effectively. 

• Ideally, the process should lead to the strengthening of national-regional linkages in 
the NSDS. 

• Events such as the Conference on the NSDS are of a high degree of transferability. 
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UK (focusing on English regions and local authorities) 

 

Political-administrative context and SD governance issues 

 

Although the UK is a constitutional monarchy in which the monarch is the head of state, 
politics and policy-making is undertaken through democratic procedures. Executive powers 
lie with the UK Government (and the devolved governments of Scotland and Wales as well as 
with the Executive of Northern Ireland), and legislative power is vested in the two chambers 
of the UK Parliament, the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Generally, the UK has 
a significantly centralised political system in which the majority of policy decisions are made 
by the central Government. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs has 
been provided with the portfolio of coordinating SD policy issues for the UK Government. 
However, in order to foster horizontal policy integration, each government department has the 
duty to draw up its own SD Action Plan outlining how they will contribute to delivering SD 
(based on government priorities and the NSDS).  

Because of the fact that Members of Parliament (MPs) in the House of Commons are elected 
in 646 constituencies, sub-national concerns can be brought into the political debate by local 
MPs. In this case study, the focus is on the English regions and local government structures 
because taking into account the devolved administrations would have gone beyond the scope 
of this study. England has nine regions (NUTS 1) which are administrative units that have no 
elected governments or parliaments and, therefore, do not represent a genuinely federal 
structure. (Two additional regional NUTS 1 units are Scotland and Northern Ireland.) Each 
region consists of three institutional bodies:  

Regional Assemblies (RAs) were set up in the late 1990s and are voluntary bodies which are 
not directly elected. About 70 % of their membership is drawn from elected local authority 
members, the other 30 % from regional stakeholder groups (e.g. the business sector, higher 
education, voluntary organisations, NGOs, etc.). The RAs receive funding and guidance from 
the UK Government and were given the following tasks: (i) to scrutinise the work of the 
regional development agencies (RDAs), (ii) to produce regional planning, transport and 
housing strategies, (iii) to coordinate regional policies on a range of topics, (iv) to strengthen 
regional cooperation, and (v) to provide regional advice to national government ministries 
(Department for Communities and Local Government, 2006). As the interview partners 
pointed out, the UK Government recently decided to abolish the RAs by April 2010 and their 
responsibilities for spatial planning, transport and housing will be taken over by the RDAs.  

Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) were established in 1998. Their members are 
appointed by the responsible UK Government minister who also designates the chairman of 
the respective RDAs. The RDAs are funded by the UK Government through the budget of the 
Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (BERR). The RDAs Act 1998 
outlines their five statutory duties: (a) to further economic development and regeneration in 



 154 

the region, (b) to promote business efficiency and investment, (c) to promote employment, (d) 
to enhance the development and application of skills of employees, and (e) to contribute to the 
achievement of SD in the UK. The two RDA representatives interviewed for this study both 
mentioned that the RDAs were among the first bodies of the UK Government that were given 
a statutory duty to contribute to the SD framework in the UK. This is also the reason why we 
interviewed two representatives of RDAs and took into account their experience in 
contributing to the NSDS. RDAs are responsible for developing regional economic strategies 
and, together with the RAs, also contribute to the regional SD framework (RSDFs). As 
mentioned above, they will take over responsibilities for spatial planning, housing and 
transport after the RAs will be abolished in 2010. This will, as the interviewees pointed out, 
increase the direct influence of RDAs on the SD agenda. In the future, the RDAs in each 
region will also develop a Single Integrated Regional Strategy combining all regional 
strategies and will be underpinned by SD principles.  

Finally, the Government Offices (GOs) in the regions were created in 1994 in order to deliver 
UK Government policies and programmes in the English regions. They represent a total of 11 
government ministries and aim to actively support and improve the way the UK Government 
works in the regions. Beside other duties, one of the SD-relevant competences of the GOs is 
to negotiate ‘Local Area Agreements’ (LAAs), setting out priorities for a local area which are 
agreed between the central government and the local authority together with key local 
stakeholders (LAAs are described in more detail below). 

At the local level, 410 local councils and about 11 000 town, parish and community councils 
with elected local governments and councillors exist in England and Wales. Local 
governments receive money from the UK Government, business rates and the council tax and 
spend this money to provide local services. They have responsibilities in a number of policy 
areas closely connected to SD, such as environment (waste management, recycling), 
transport, planning (planning applications and enquiries), social services and health. In many 
of those areas, local authorities also develop local strategies and programmes. As one 
interview partner from a local council explained, they take into account EU, national and 
regional strategic frameworks when developing their own strategies and programmes. The 
other interviewee mentioned the challenge in terms of capacities in local government 
regarding SD issues and activities. Therefore, they put a lot of effort into fostering SD 
thinking in all the different divisions of the council and organise workshops to increase 
capacities for SD.  

Generally, the UK has a centralised political system in which major legislation and policy 
objectives are formulated at the national level by government departments. However, the 
regional and local levels have been provided with specific duties to contribute to the SD 
objectives, mainly based on the NSDS. For instance, the RDAs have a statutory duty to 
contribute to achieving SD. Moreover, they include SD issues into their regional 
development strategies. The local authorities sign Local Area Agreements in which they 
need to show measurable progress on selected SD indicators. Moreover, local authorities 
include SD issues into their local strategies and policy priorities.   

Regional interview partners suggested that there is close vertical cooperation between the 
regional institutions and the UK Government. One interviewee argued that cooperation 
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focuses on regional support in developing and implementing national policies which includes 
SD policies. In SD policy, cooperation seems to work most effectively with the Department 
for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) and the Department for Communities and 
Local Government (DCLG). One of our interviewees argued that other departments would 
only pay ‘lip service’ to SD issues, mainly because the NSDS has not yet found its way into 
all parts of government.  This has reportedly also affected the RDAs in their work to deliver 
SD policy: Although they have been given the statutory duty to deliver SD policy, most UK 
Government directives go in the opposite direction. The RDAs are funded by the Department 
for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (BERR) and they are mostly interested in 
industrial policy, economic growth and productivity. This tension has remained over the years 
and, therefore, the RDAs struggled with trying to achieve the government targets of the SD 
framework. He argued that this has changed in the last couple of years, “partly because of a 
greater understanding in the regions about what SD means and how it can be embedded in the 
work of RDAs and partly because of the greater understanding in relation to the climate 
change agenda”.  

The local interview partners mentioned that also vertical exchange between the UK 
Government and local representatives (political and administrative) occurs. On the one hand, 
there is political cooperation for the Local Area Agreements. On the other hand, local public 
administrators participate in working groups organised by the national government ministries 
to develop policy frameworks that respond to local needs and responsibilities (described in 
more detail below). One interviewee argued that the national government set a reasonably 
clear agenda on SD and offers support through national government and other agencies. 
However, there is still a gap between the national SD objectives and how they are 
communicated down to the sub-national levels. 

Additionally, regions cooperate with the local authorities on different policy strategies and 
programmes. One interviewee pointed out that when taking over the responsibilities from the 
RAs in 2010, many RDAs will delegate more budget and policy delivery to local authorities. 
Consequently, RDAs will have to develop stronger direct relationships with local authorities 
than has been the case previously. The interview partners from the local authorities also 
highlighted the cooperation with the regional bodies (particularly in developing regional 
strategies) and stakeholders at the local level. 

There is close cooperation between the public administrators from the UK Government 
departments and the regional bodies, mainly focused on regional support in developing and 
implementing national policies, including SD. However, regions mainly cooperate on SD 
issues with public administrators from two national ministries (DEFRA and DCLG). The 
reason for this is that the NSDS and its objectives are not fully embraced by all government 
departments and, therefore, directives from several ministries even go against SD 
objectives. Cooperation is also strong between public administrators from the national 
government and the local authorities (i.e. LAAs and participation of local public 
administrators in working groups organised by national ministries). However, the local 
interview partners identified shortcomings of the national public administrators in clearly 
communicating SD objectives. Cooperation between regional bodies and local authorities 
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(policy-makers and public administrators) is undertaken for different policy strategies and 
programmes. 

The two regional interview partners outlined that there is constant cooperation between the 
institutions at the regional level and regional stakeholders: RDAs have a very close horizontal 
cooperation among each other on general policy issues and established working groups on 
specific issues (like on SD and climate change) where meetings are held every couple of 
months. The RDAs share good practices and experiences, but also try to come up with 
common views in the different policy areas. Moreover, different stakeholder groups are 
continuously integrated in the work of the RDAs, particularly in the regional round tables on 
SD (described in more detail below). There is also constant exchange with other regional 
bodies (the RAs and GOs) on all policy issues. 

The interview partners also pointed out that horizontal cooperation between local authorities 
is crucial for delivering regional policies and services. In this context, they both mentioned 
the cooperation with their neighbouring districts and county councils (e.g. in housing or waste 
management). 

Regular cooperation among RDAs and other regional bodies exists. The English RDAs 
work closely together and share experiences. Moreover, there is also regular exchange 
between the RDAs and various regional stakeholders (e.g. in regional round tables). Local 
authorities mainly cooperate with neighbouring districts and county councils which share 
similar concerns on the local level.  

 

Involvement of regions and local authorities in the national SD strategy 

 

The UK case study focuses on the involvement of sub-national levels in the general 
consultation process in the NSDS preparation, and on SD activities in the English regions 
(also at the local levels) and their connections to the NSDS process. We have undertaken two 
interviews with representatives of Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) and two 
interviews with public administrators from local councils.  

The current NSDS of the UK was published in 2005 (the first NSDS was published in 1994, 
the second in 1999): ‘Securing the Future’ sets out the SD framework of the UK with five 
guiding principles and four priorities. During the official consultation period, the different 
regional and local bodies were invited to submit comments to the draft NSDS. For instance, 
the RDAs were invited to support the formulation of objectives and goals. One RDA 
representative said that his organisation submitted ideas and attended workshops organised by 
the UK Government. However, he had the impression that although the UK Government 
representatives listened to the RDAs, they did not respond to their inputs very strongly. One 
possible explanation, suggested one of the interviewees, is that regionalism in the UK is rather 
young and it seems sometimes difficult for the UK Government to take regional perspectives 
fully into account. 
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The two interviewees from the regional level argued that the NSDS sets out the overall 
framework for SD within which the regions try to deliver their work. They pointed out that 
the NSDS principles have differing influence on their work. For instance, the principle of 
‘achieving a sustainable economy’ is a key part of what the RDAs do and ‘living within 
environmental limits’ is becoming increasing important, particularly in issues like resource 
use and biodiversity. Other NSDS principles tend to be less important (i.e. good governance, 
healthy and just society, using sound science responsibly). Needless to say, RDAs have their 
own budget and can also set their own priorities but need to take into account the national SD 
targets. As one interviewee summarised, “the national SD framework is always taken into 
account, but obviously there is another level of detail that needs to be added at the lower 
levels”. Nevertheless, as the other interviewee mentioned, some tensions in the contribution 
of the RDAs to the NSDS implementation exist: Although RDAs try to support the 
implementation of NSDS objectives, the national government often provides them with 
targets that are mainly directed towards economic issues (i.e. economic growth, creating more 
businesses, etc.). One interview argued that “our RDA has to convince the UK Government 
that we can contribute to SD on top of our other activities”. 

Generally, RDAs contribute to implementing NSDS objectives and define their own SD 
priorities at two levels: 

On the one hand, RDAs have influence through strategy development, i.e. they set priorities 
for the regions and provide direction for many stakeholder and partners for delivering these 
priorities. Examples of strategies developed by the RDAs are the regional economic strategies 
and the contribution of the RDAs to the regional SD frameworks. When developing these 
strategies, the NSDS is taken into account: For instance, the new draft Regional Economic 
Strategy of the East of England Development Agency (EEDA), which sets out the regional 
priorities for the next 25 years, refers to all four priority areas of the NSDS and argues that “if 
we aim to be a sustainable region we must work towards achieving the shared UK principles 
of sustainable development, from the national strategy ‘Securing the Future’” (East of 
England Development Agency, 2007:15). Additionally, the ‘corporate plans’ of RDAs 
explain how they aim to achieve the goals of the regional economic strategies and what 
actions are planned in mid-term period. For example, the new Corporate Plan of the South 
West of England Regional Development Agency (2008) defines three major priorities: (1) 
productivity-led or resource-efficient growth; (2) developing a low carbon economy; and (3) 
creating successful places (investment in priority areas).  

On the other hand, RDAs lead by example, and by defining their own programmes and 
projects. The former refers to demonstrating that RDAs take SD seriously by including SD 
principles into their own operations, e.g. environmental management systems, green travel 
plans, carbon neutrality, etc. The latter refers to specific SD programmes and projects that 
were either developed by the RDAs themselves or in cooperation with other regional actors 
through the regional round tables. For instance, on the basis of UK Government targets on 
energy policy, the EEDA initiated a renewable energy agency whose objective is to drive 
investment and change. The representative of the EEDA pointed out that eight years ago, the 
EEDA set the objective to increase the share of renewable energy in electricity production to 
14 % by 2010 (at that time it was less than 1 %). The agency was solely responsible for this 
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task and already achieved a share of 8-9 % of renewables in electricity production in 2008. It 
is believed that the objective set for 2010 can be achieved.  

Both interviewees from the regional level highlighted the importance of regional round 
tables on SD issues. Regional round tables bring together actors from a variety of 
backgrounds (e.g. businesses, NGOs, RDAs, county councils, environment agencies, nature 
protection agencies), all having a stake in the SD agenda. Although some round tables receive 
funding from a variety of sources (e.g. RDAs, other regional bodies, DEFRA), they act on 
their own and are seen by others as independent bodies. Both interview partners agreed that 
the independence of the round tables ensures that they are a ‘critical friend’ of the official 
regional bodies, particularly in their function to undertake a sustainability assessment of 
regional and local strategies (e.g. regional economic strategies and corporate plans of the 
RDAs). Moreover, the round tables initiate and run projects on several SD topics. As an 
example, the ‘Sustainability South West’ (round table in the South West of England) currently 
runs projects on carbon footprint, sustainable construction, sustainable tourism and green 
space. Furthermore, they organise SD award schemes on sustainable and innovative 
packaging and on positive carbon action in companies. Regional round tables play also an 
important role in developing the regional SD frameworks (RSDFs) in the respective regions. 
In 1999, the UK Government asked all regions to produce RSDFs to guide SD policy and 
delivery. The development of the RSDFs is usually a joint effort of the official regional 
bodies (RAs, RDAs, GOs) and the round tables. Most regions developed their RSDFs in the 
early 2000s, referring to the previous 1999 NSDS. For instance, the 2001 East of England 
RSDF sets out regional priorities in four areas (economic, environmental, social, resources), 
and objectives in 15 topics (East of England Regional Assembly, 2001). Taking into account 
latest development, the round table in the South West of England, ‘Sustainability Southwest’, 
has redeveloped its original RSDF into the ‘Sustainability Shaper’ website 
(www.shapersw.net) in 2006 which contains information for the public sector, business and 
media, voluntary sector and citizens on how to contribute to SD according to the RSDF.  

The UK government issues guidance and support documents for the regional bodies which are 
then available compiled on a website29. Although there was some minor input from RDAs 
during the development of these guidance documents (e.g. in the DEFRA’s Securing the 
Regions’ Future about the delivery of SD in the English regions), it seems that these 
documents rarely influence the work of the RDAs. One interview partner argued that there is 
a lot of encouragement from the UK Government and help for the regions in strategy and 
policy development. However, both interviewees agreed that this support is not matched by 
government spending at the regional level for implementing SD activities. For example, an 
RDA was reportedly collaborating with one UK Government Department on a pilot scheme 
for sustainable resource use in SMEs, using some funding from the government. Although the 
pilot scheme was very successful, national funding was suspended and the RDA had to step in 
and overtake the funding role. 

Generally, the NSDS provides the main framework for SD within which the regional bodies 
deliver their work. For instance, RDAs contribute to implementing NSDS objectives and 

                                                 
29 http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/advice/regional.htm 
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define their own SD priorities (basically in line with the NSDS but also reflecting regional 
needs). However, some tensions exist in how the RDAs contribute to NSDS implementation, 
e.g. national targets focused on economic development, guidance documents not matched 
by a concrete budget for implementing SD activities.  

Local authorities can contribute to NSDS implementation and national SD targets in several 
ways. They formally contribute in the consultation phase of national SD documents, e.g. 
NSDS, Green and White Papers, sectoral strategies, etc. On a more informal level, public 
administrators from local authorities are invited by UK Government ministries to participate 
in working groups where policy issues that include local concerns are being discussed. 
Working groups are organised by a government ministry before the consultation processes for 
policies start. Public administrators from both the national ministries and local authorities 
participate in these informal working groups. The interview partners, both possessing 
experience in various working groups, reported that usually government representatives ask 
local public administrators how to approach certain local issues (e.g. local transport planning, 
waste management). Through these working groups, local representatives try to influence 
national policy and targets. 

Both interviewees also mentioned that the NSDS is not the only strategic SD document the 
local authorities take into account when developing their own strategies and policies and 
deliver their services. They usually look at various integrated or sectoral strategies at the 
national level (e.g. Waste Strategy for England, Energy White Paper) as well as at the 
regional level (e.g. economic and transport strategies, etc.) which aim to operationalise NSDS 
objectives. 

Similar to the regional level, there are also guidance and support documents for the local 
authorities provided by the UK Government, such as Sustainable Communities (DEFRA, 
2006b). Local authorities have been invited to contribute to several of these guidance 
documents; however, the usefulness of the documents is regarded differently by our two 
interviewees: One interviewee argued that the national guidance documents are useful and are 
usually used for both guiding the work of local authorities and informing citizens about the 
national agenda and campaigns. The other interviewee argued that although the UK 
Government provides support and guidance documents, they do not provide a clear enough 
direction on SD issues for the local authorities. 

Recently, the UK government asked the local authorities to develop Sustainable Community 
Strategies (SCSs) with the aim to contribute to ‘sustainable communities’ (one of the NSDS 
priorities). All local authorities will need to produce such a strategy within a given time scale, 
depending on their previous SD activities. The SCSs build on the approach of the Local Area 
Agreements (LAAs). LAAs set out the priorities for a local area agreed between central 
government (represented by the GOs) and a local area (i.e. local authority and Local Strategic 
Partnership) together with key stakeholders at the local level. Local authorities need to choose 
35 indicators on the basis of a set of 198 national indicators (including SD indicators like 
climate change, waste management, biodiversity, transport, quality of life, employment, 
housing, etc) and for these targets, the local authorities sign a three-year agreement with the 
UK Government. The government provides funding for the local authorities that aim to make 
progress towards these measurable targets. The performance of the local authorities is 
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monitored against national indicators (Department for Communities and Local Government, 
2008). 

As there was some criticism that LAAs only define objectives for three-year periods and that 
this was too short-sighted, SCS are meant to define a strategic SD framework for local 
authorities for a 15-20 year period. The LAAs will then become the immediate work plans for 
implementation of the SCS objectives. The SCSs should not only influence all sectoral 
strategies at the local level, but should be owned by the local council together with all 
stakeholders and strategic partners (e.g. health authority, voluntary sector, police, etc). The 
local authorities of both our interview partners are currently developing their SCS.  

In addition to the general consultation process for the NSDS preparation, local-level public 
administrators are invited by national ministries to participate in informal working groups. 
In these working groups, local representatives advice the national public administrators on 
SD policy issues and can also influence policy objectives and targets, mainly in those areas 
which are closely related to local responsibilities (e.g. local transport, waste management). 

  

Summary and recommendations 

 

The interview partners from the regional level had different opinions about how much the 
RDAs had influenced the development of the NSDS and associated policies. One interviewee 
argued that through commenting on the NSDS objectives the regions succeeded, for instance, 
in directly influencing project selection criteria for European funds (e.g. ERDS, ESD, etc.) by 
including sustainable consumption and production criteria. On the other hand we can argue 
that it is very difficult for the regions to directly influence national SD policy so despite 
unclear guidance from the national level they rather developed own SD activities. The other 
interviewee argued that “there is a great strength for the regions not only to say to the national 
government we ought to do this, but to say look we have already done it and we could show 
that it worked”, although it is reportedly quite difficult to “convince” the national 
government. Examples of SD activities initiated by RDAs include mainly their work towards 
renewable energy and a low carbon economy.  

The interviewees agreed that the NSDS was used within their RDAs as a context for their 
work and approach to SD. Moreover, the NSDS was used to raise awareness for the topic 
among staff and stakeholders and foster internal learning regarding SD at all levels. However, 
a legal and financial framework to follow the strategy document with meaningful activities on 
the ground is lacking. As one interviewee argued, “what we miss is action and clear direction 
from the national government; they do not always follow their words”. National policies are 
not always based on the NSDS and can often be characterised by short-term thinking. Both 
interviewees also agreed that in the future, RDAs would like to be more involved in NSDS 
development, especially since they are now more confident about SD and would like to shape 
national and EU policy on that topic. They also expressed the wish for the national 
government to take greater account of regional knowledge on SD in the next stages of policy 
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formulation, because “there is a lot of understanding and knowledge of what is required on 
the ground and about what needs to be done”.  

The broad SD strategy and policy direction being in place, and the NSDS strengthening the 
collaboration with stakeholders in the regional SD round tables, can be considered factors of 
success. However, several challenges lie ahead: (1) in order to achieve successful SD policies, 
stronger cross-sectoral integration on the national level should be fostered. Currently, 
‘sectoral silos’ are big and coordination between national ministries on SD is often missing. 
(2) It is considered as particularly important to establish an exchange platform between 
national policy-makers and the nine regions to develop more intensive cooperation (both 
political and administrative) to achieve common themes and priorities. Moreover, a stronger 
role of the SD Commission (an independent ‘watchdog’ of the national government on 
delivering its SD objectives) could help to foster better exchange and monitoring of national 
and regional SD activities. (3) Developing structures to uncouple long-term SD policy 
objectives and short-term policy cycles. 

Regional bodies were involved in the preparation of the current NSDS of 2005 through 
commenting on the draft NSDS and participating in several workshops. However, the UK 
Government did not particularly respond to the inputs from RDAs. One reason for this 
seems to be that regionalism is rather young in the UK and national ministries are thus not 
used to take regional perspectives fully into account. Therefore, the involvement process of 
NSDS preparation did not change the interplay between national ministries and regional 
bodies (i.e. policy-makers and public administrators). Nevertheless, the NSDS was used by 
the RDAs as an opportunity to raise awareness for SD and foster learning on SD issues 
both within RDAs themselves and in their regions. The NSDS also helped to strengthen 
collaboration with stakeholders in the regional round tables. Therefore, the NSDS process 
led to an increase of capacities for SD in the RDAs and fostered improvement of exchange 
with regional stakeholders and thus strengthened network governance. However, in terms 
of implementing SD policies, the RDAs relied less on central government targets and 
guidelines (which are often focused on economic issues and provide little incentives for 
regions for more cross-sectoral integration) and developed their own activities, particularly 
on renewable energy and low carbon economy. In the future, regions would prefer to be 
more involved in NSDS preparation and would appreciate if the national government takes 
more account of their knowledge and experience on SD. In order to foster a better 
cooperation between the national and regional levels, an exchange platform for public 
administrators from both levels would be beneficial.   

The representatives of the local authorities interviewed for this study reported that their 
influence on the formal consultation process of the NSDS was limited as the consultations 
happen quite late in the process and involve a high number of various stakeholder groups. 
Working groups on SD policies initiated by the government might be a better mechanism for 
the involvement of local authorities in national-level policy-making, as shown in the 
formulation of national policy on waste management or electronic waste. The main reasons 
are that (a) working groups are established to exchange information and experiences between 
the national and local levels before the formal consultation process and that (b) their members 
usually meet on a regular basis for about twelve months which gives enough time to discuss 
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different options. The success of a working group, however, depends also on the nature of the 
topic, the discussed issues, and the set-up of the working group (i.e. involved ministry, local 
authorities, experts). 

From a local perspective, the NSDS process faces the following challenges: (i) the national 
government should steer SD policy-making by setting clear and transparent targets for 
different levels (national, regional, local) and by outlining clear responsibilities. (ii) The 
government should develop ‘performance management mechanisms’ that include rewards and 
incentives for sub-national bodies that develop successful SD activities. (iii) The government 
should continue with broad stakeholder involvement at the local level in the delivery of SD 
policies. 

Local authorities could only marginally influence the NSDS development in the general 
consultation phase because they were only one of many stakeholders that submitted their 
contribution. A much stronger mechanism for local authorities to contribute to and 
influence national SD policies are the informal working groups with public administrators 
from national ministries. These informal working groups are organised long before the 
public consultation process starts and last about one year and thus local authorities can 
discuss issues in greater depth with the national representatives. The working groups have 
fostered a more network-like governance style in SD policy-making between the national 
and local levels. Moreover, network governance at the local level will be strengthened by 
Sustainable Community Strategies which local authorities need to draw up. These long-
term strategic documents are owned by the local council together with important 
stakeholder groups at the local level. 

The four interview partners made several recommendations regarding SD policy-making and 
sub-national contribution:  

• Developing an integrated approach to SD is most crucial, i.e. better cross-sectoral 
integration at the national and sub-national levels as well as better cooperation 
between the different political-administrative levels on strategic SD issues and 
practical SD activities. 

• Future societal challenges (e.g. climate change, energy consumption, resources use, 
socio-economic issues) will require better inclusion of knowledge and experience of 
sub-national levels. This means that structures for enhanced contribution of sub-
national authorities to national SD policy formulation should be established, such as 
formal platforms for exchange of good practices and joint preparation of political and 
administrative decisions. 

 

UK (focusing on English regions) 

Background factors: 
• Centralised political system 
• Only recent experience with regionalism 

Relevant actors: 
National level: • Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
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(administrative) 
• Department for Communities and Local Government 

(administrative) 
• Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory 

Reform (administrative) 
• other departments of the UK government, each responsible 

for its own SD action plans (administrative) 

Regional level: 
• Regional Assemblies (political and administrative) 
• Regional Development Agencies (administrative) 
• regional Government Offices (administrative) 

Local levels: 
• local councils of counties, districts, parishes (political and 

administrative) 

Other stakeholders: 
• NGOs 
• Businesses 

Patterns of interplay: 

Vertical: 

• Close administrative exchange between governmental 
departments and regional institutions 

• Exchange between national government and local 
representatives mostly through LLAs and working groups 
(both administrative and political) 

• Regional-local interplay is strong and developing stronger 
relationship for post-2010 

Horizontal: 

• Intensive and regular exchange among RDAs, also with 
various stakeholders (administrative/technical) 

• Good cooperation between RDAs and RAs/GOs (both 
administrative and political) 

• At local levels mainly between neighbouring districts and 
county councils (mainly administrative) 

Good practice – involvement of RDAs in SD processes: 

• RDAs set priorities for the regions and provide direction for stakeholders and 
partners in delivering these priorities. 

• Increasing role of RDAs: they will take over responsibilities for spatial planning, 
housing and transport after 2010. 

• RDAs were invited to support the formulation of objectives and goals in the official 
consultation process to the preparation of the 2005 NSDS. 

• RDAs had the opportunity to influence project selection criteria in EU Structural 
Funds schemes. 

• Regional round tables act as independent ‘critical friends’ of the regional bodies: 
undertake sustainability assessments of regional and local strategies, initiate own 
projects, and contribute to development of RSDFs. 

• The NSDS process used to raise awareness for the topic among RDA staff and 
stakeholders, increased capacities of RDAs to deal with strategic SD issues, and 
contributed to learning at sub-national levels. 
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• Ideally RDAs would receive more SD-related strategic direction from the national 
level. 

Transferability factors: 

• RDAs (administrative bodies) are responsible for developing regional economic 
strategies and were given the statutory duty to contribute to the SD framework in the 
UK. 

• RDAs should be provided with concrete SD-related competences; clearer guidance 
for strategic SD issues from national level (as the level responsible for the NSDS). 

• RDAs occupy an important specific position between national level and 
decentralised state execution (GOs), other regional bodies (RAs), and councils at 
lower political-administrative levels. 

• RDAs can act largely independently: they have their own budgets and can set their 
own priorities, but need to take into account the national SD targets. 

• NSDS understood as a cyclical process in the UK, now in the third iteration. 

• RDAs are bodies quite specific to the UK institutional framework. Because of this, 
this mechanism is assessed as being of a low degree of transferability. 
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4. Conclusions and Cross-Case Analysis 
 

4.1 General aspects 

 

• Generally speaking, NSDS are rather weak policy strategies that in many EU 
Member States lack a comprehensive strategic public management approach – 
exemplified by a lack of quantified and measurable objectives and targets; a varying 
degree of political commitment for SD, often depending on priorities of the political 
parties in power; no clear outline of vertical integration procedures (that would 
involve all political-administrative levels); and shortcomings in implementation 
mechanisms and distribution of associated responsibilities. Therefore, NSDSs 
currently have only a limited capacity to guide SD governance in particular and 
national governance processes in general. Nonetheless, SD strategies are usually 
prepared through very broad public consultation processes, involving tens, if not 
hundreds, of stakeholders, including political and/or administrative representatives of 
local authorities (see below). They themselves often represent good examples of more 
participatory and network-based governance (even though being often weak in terms 
of multi-level governance, see also below). We suggest that the relative novelty (broad 
participation, bottom-up elements, long-term vision, overarching and inter-sectoral 
character) and in many cases at least partial ownership/cooptation of strategy 
preparation processes by various non-public or non-central actors create specific 
challenges for the implementation of NSDS that often are not addressed at the national 
level, which then can be manifested in the form of shortcomings described above. 

• Although both national- and sub-national-level public administrators acknowledge the 
importance of collaborating in the NSDS process, our results show that 
comprehensive coordination mechanisms and systematic involvement of sub-
national levels (both in NSDS preparation and implementation) are the exception 
rather than the rule in most EU Member States. We can detect two main reasons for 
this: On the one hand, the NSDS and its objectives in federal states (e.g. Austria, 
Germany) are binding for the national level only. Therefore, NSDS preparation and 
implementation mechanisms focus on national ministries and stakeholders (business 
associations, trade unions, etc.). On the other hand, the NSDS do not outline clear 
provisions and mechanisms for implementation, accompanied by respective 
responsibilities for each political-administrative level.   

• Our findings suggest that vertical policy integration in NSDS processes – that is the 
cooperation and coordination between the national and sub-national levels in 
processes of NSDS preparation, implementation and review – is the weakest 
principle in practice of all the six principles of strategic public management (for 
more on these aspects, see Table 8). 
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4.2 Political-administrative context  
and sustainable development governance issues 

 

• Regional and local authorities have direct or indirect responsibility for SD policy: In 
federal states (such as Germany or Austria), regions are directly responsible for SD 
policies, both in policy formulation and implementation. In centralised political 
systems (such as France, the Czech Republic or the UK), regional and local authorities 
are mainly responsible for implementing national legislation and SD policies; 
however, in the implementation phase they can – to a varying degree – take into 
account regional/local concerns and challenges and set specific priorities that reflect 
these concerns/challenges.   

• SD coordination and SD policy on the regional level are mostly the responsibilities 
of the environmental departments or environmental ministries of regional 
governments (in federal states). Only in a minority of case does SD coordination/SD 
policy fall under the responsibility of regional first ministers (when there are regional 
governments) or the main regional administrative bodies. However, administrative 
units at the sub-national level that are exclusively responsible for SD issues are rare 
both in federal and centralized countries. Integration of SD into the structure of 
responsibilities at the administrative level as well as the development of mechanisms 
for ensuring effective cross-sectoral (or horizontal) policy integration at various sub-
national levels are challenges that the majority of sub-national authorities have yet to 
face, especially in countries with centralised political systems (see also below).  

• In centralised political systems, only a minority of regions have developed regional 
SD strategies or similar documents. In contrast, regions in the federal political-
administrative system have already prepared or increasingly prepare SD strategies 
in order to address SD issues more strategically and foster cross-sectoral 
integration. Examples of regional SD strategies can be found in Germany, Spain and 
Italy. Austria is somewhat an exception because only some regions have developed a 
fully-fledged SD strategy; some Austrian regions have included SD issues in regional 
development strategies or other regional strategies.   

• Cross-sectoral policy integration is identified as one of the most crucial future 
challenges for successful SD policy at all political-administrative levels. Currently, 
the main reason for the shortcomings of cross-sectoral policy integration at the 
national and sub-national levels is the prevalence of long-standing sectoral structures 
which are difficult to overcome. As an interview partner from the UK put it: “'Sectoral 
silos’ are big and coordination between sectoral departments on SD is often missing.” 
Moreover, the Germany case study shows that in practice, cross-sectoral policy 
integration often means integrating environmental issues into other policy sectors (i.e. 
‘environmental policy integration’) rather than developing inter-linkages between 
different sectors on the basis of SD policy objectives.  
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• Although in most countries formal mechanisms for exchange between the national and 
sub-national levels on SD issues exist, informal exchange and personal contacts 
become increasingly important in SD policy processes. Therefore, informal or 
network-like governance structures characterise the cooperation between national 
and sub-national levels in SD policy. In some countries, informal exchange between 
national and sub-national policy-makers and public administrators are part of the 
political culture (e.g. in Denmark where informal meetings between national 
government ministers and local policy-makers and administrators take place on 
different policy matters). We have also observed parallel and self-organizing 
structures that are autonomous from the state that grow to serve the role of informal 
and network-like exchange even for public administrators. An example of network 
governance (Rhodes, 1996) is represented by the NGO network Healthy Cities of the 
Czech Republic. Based on the case study results, it seems that both formal (and 
institutional) and informal mechanisms of exchange are important: On the one hand, 
the formal mechanisms have an official character and clear mandate. On the other 
hand, informal mechanisms foster mutual trust and efficient procedures. We would 
even go as far as to suggest that mechanisms that create opportunities for repeated 
and at least partly informal interaction of a relatively stable group of persons (be it 
at the political level, administrative level or combined; or with the inclusion of non-
public stakeholder representatives or not) foster the development of groups with 
shared values such as the ‘epistemic communities’ (Haas, 2005) which can enable 
effective policy integration. 

• Our results show that although Local Agenda 21 processes still exist in many 
countries, their importance for SD policy-making at the local level is decreasing. 
There are two reasons for this development that at first glance seem contradictory but 
exist in parallel: As current challenges require more comprehensive approaches, more 
and more local authorities establish programs and processes which reflect the 
integrated character of SD that are not referred to as LA 21. On the other hand, local 
authorities increasingly address specific environmental issues with clear objectives 
and targets, e.g. climate and energy policy in Denmark. Therefore, the rather ‘soft 
focus’ of LA 21 on citizen participation seems to be replaced by efforts for policy 
integration and targeted sectoral approaches.  

• Although LA 21 is referred to in many NSDS, the national level lacks effective tools 
to steer these bottom-up initiatives and thus their relevance in NSDS processes and 
for NSDS implementation is rather limited. An exception is the Austrian NSDS 
where LA 21 initiatives are described as an important contribution to SD 
implementation on the local level. Therefore, the Expert Conference of SD 
coordinators has developed quality standards for LA 21 processes, reflecting NSDS 
objectives. Another exception is the French NSDS which utilises a mechanism for 
ensuring coherence between LA 21 initiatives and stimulating the development of new 
initiatives in order to overcome their inherent bottom-up and voluntary features. This 
increases the national-level capacity to steer these sub-national processes. In most 
countries, however, the major role of LA 21 lies in fostering cooperation among 
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different stakeholder groups and between local and regional public administrators 
(e.g. Germany, Italy).  

 

4.3 Involvement of sub-national levels  
in national sustainable development strategies 

 

• In chapter 1, we provided an overview of the involvement of sub-national levels in 
NSDS preparation and implementation. This overview was based on the information 
contained in the NSDS country profiles on the website of the European Sustainable 
Development Network (ESDN), telephone interviews with NSDS coordinators of 23 
EU Member States, national progress reports on implementing the renewed EU SDS, 
and a study on SD indicators commissioned by Eurostat. We found that the 
involvement of sub-national levels in NSDS processes in EU Member States is 
generally limited, but the degree of involvement varies substantially among Member 
States.  

• The 11 case study countries (Chapter 3) have been selected on the basis of the 
telephone interviews with the NSDS coordinators of the EU Member States (based on 
the selection criteria outlined in the introduction to chapter 3). However, during the 
process of selecting interview partners from sub-national levels and conducting the 
telephone interviews, we learned that some of the mechanisms and processes of sub-
national involvement in NSDS – on the basis of which we originally selected the case 
studies – have either ceased to operate or could not be covered in-depth by identifiable 
interview partners. This seems to suggest that public administrators responsible for 
SD on different political-administrative levels have in some countries also different 
views on the success criteria of mechanisms and the involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes.  

• In Chapter 2, we made a distinction between four types of involvement of sub-
national levels in NSDS processes. One of the selection criteria for the case studies 
was a sufficient representation of each type of mechanisms of involvement: 

o Sub-national levels involved in the general consultation process as one among 
several stakeholder groups (Type I): Examples can be found in the case studies 
of the Czech Republic (regional round tables), Denmark (direct dialogues with 
representatives from local municipalities), Spain (conference on SD, meeting 
between the Minister of Environment and regional representatives) and UK 
(consultation packs for regional bodies and local authorities).  

o Representatives of sub-national levels (policy-makers or public 
administrators) in national SD councils/commissions or inter-ministerial 
committees (Type II): Examples are case studies of Austria (Committee for a 
Sustainable Austria), Malta (National Commission for SD) and Slovenia 
(National Council for SD). 
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o Institutionalised mechanisms for better coordination between national and 
sub-national levels (Type III): This type of mechanisms has been examined in 
the case studies of Austria (Expert Conference of National and Regional SD 
coordinators), Finland (Sub-committee on Regional and Local SD), Germany 
(National-regional working groups) and Italy (Technical Board on SD). 

o Links between NSDS processes and independent sub-national SD activities 
(Type IV): We have examined several examples of this type of mechanisms, 
ranging from specific coordination (e.g. Austria, Germany), to guidance 
documents (e.g. UK) and LA 21 processes (e.g. Czech Republic, France). 

Please note that several country case studies cover more than one type of sub-national 
involvement in the NSDS process (see Table 12 below with the selected case study 
countries and how they can be placed according to the four different types identified 
above).  

 

 
Table 12. Typology of involvement mechanisms and country case studies, 

 

As mentioned above, some of the mechanisms could not have been covered in depth 
and country case studies cover individual mechanisms to varying depth and level of 
detail. Every case study, however, has one mechanism as th main focus (with the 
exception of the Austria case study, which has two). In Table 12 such mechanisms are 
referred to by listing a country name in bold. Table 13 offers a list of these 
mechanisms ordered by case study countries. 

 

Austria 
Committee for a Sustainable Austria (Type II), Expert Conference of 
SD Coordinators (Type III) 

Czech Republic 
Regional round tables for the review of the national strategy for 
sustainable development (Type I) 

Denmark Energy Camp initiative (Type IV) 

Finland 
Sub-committee on Regional and Local Sustainable Development of 
the Finnish National Sustainable Development Commission (Type III) 
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France Local Agenda 21 Reference Framework (Type IV) 

Germany 
National-Regional Working Group on Climate, Energy, Mobility and 
Sustainability (Type III) 

Italy Regional SD strategies (Type IV) 
Malta Preparation of the NSDS (Type I) 
Slovenia National Council for Sustainable Development (Type II) 

Spain 
Conference on Sustainable Development Strategy and a subsequent 
meeting chaired by the Minister of Environment (Type I) 

UK 
Coordination of regional development planning and the NSDS (Type 
IV) 

Table 13. Focal mechanisms of individual case studies 

 

4.4 Effects of examined practices 

 

4.4.1 Involvement in national SD strategy preparation: 

 

• Our results show that mechanisms of involving sub-national levels in NSDS 
processes strongly depend on the prevailing ‘political culture’ of a country, mainly 
existing patterns of interaction between national and sub-national levels, but also 
between sectoral ministries. Therefore the processes of NSDS preparation often come 
in forms and utilising techniques that do not challenge established patterns of 
governance. For instance, in Austria there is a long-established cooperation between 
the national level (especially the Ministry of Environment that is responsible for the 
NSDS process) and the regions on the level of public administrators for SD 
governance in general and SD activities in particular. This cooperation was established 
before the NSDS was prepared. In Denmark, direct meetings between national 
government ministers and local authority representatives (mayors, public 
administrators) are common on a variety of policy topics, including SD issues. 
Therefore, the political culture of ‘open government’ in Denmark enables direct 
contacts among representatives of different political-administrative levels and is not 
specific to the NSDS process. 

• It seems that various shortcomings in information provision prior to and following 
the individual participatory events are common (see the examples of the Czech 
Republic and Spain). First of all, sub-national authorities are involved in the process 
of NSDS preparation at a late stage, i.e. when main thematic areas, strategic 
objectives, key mechanisms and other pillars of the strategy were not expected to 
change significantly. The invitation to participate is often sent out late, which leaves 
only limited time for preparation (i.e. reading the accompanying documents, matching 
the needs of the sub-national authority with relevant provisions of the documents, 
formulating positions) and virtually no time for voluntary horizontal co-ordination 
(formulating a common position among sub-national authorities), further vertical co-
ordination (formulating a common position with lower sub-national levels under 
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jurisdiction) or participation (involving sub-national actors under jurisdiction into the 
formulation of a position). In addition, the accompanying documents are usually 
extensive and complex and not adjusted to the information needs of sub-national 
authorities (or any other actors, for that matter). Moreover, the national ministries 
responsible for the process present information about the role of the sub-national 
authorities in the whole NSDS preparation process insufficiently. Another 
shortcoming is the lack of feedback provided to sub-national authorities following 
the consultation process. Ideally, they would receive information on how their input 
was processed and where it was reflected. 

• The forms (public hearings, workshops, submitting comments, round table etc.) and 
techniques (moderation techniques, visualisation techniques, delineation of ‘expertise’ 
and dealing with data etc.) utilised for the involvement of sub-national authorities 
are usually not designed to target coordination of SD objectives across political-
administrative levels and associated administrative practices. Matching multi-level 
objective structures are rather side-products of preparatory processes. 

• Although representatives of regions and local authorities (policy-makers and public 
administrators) are involved to a different degree in the preparation of NSDSs (see 
above), their influence on the final NSDS document (including NSDS objectives) 
and its implementation mechanisms and provisions (such as responsibilities, laws 
and subsequent strategies, concrete actions, but also budgeting procedures, 
institutional arrangements, monitoring procedures, etc.)  is limited. There are two 
main reasons for this: On the one hand, sub-national levels are usually treated as only 
one of several stakeholder groups consulted during the NSDS preparation phase. On 
the other hand, NSDS are national policy documents and their objectives are often 
only binding for the national level. There seems to be limited awareness at the 
national level that NSDS and their objectives can have strong impacts on the sub-
national levels, e.g. through changes in the multi-level structure of SD governance 
and sub-national responsibility for implementing NSDS objectives. Generally, our 
results show that the NSDS preparation phase has not altered the interplay between 
national and sub-national levels (both on the level of policy-makers and public 
administrators) and sub-national levels could only marginally influence NSDS 
policy objectives.  

• Therefore, most of our interview partners suggest that involving representatives of 
sub-national levels early in the NSDS preparations process would be crucial: Firstly, 
involving those levels that are responsible for implementing various NSDS objectives 
would allow a better consideration of the whole SD governance process. Secondly, the 
national level could learn from experiences with implementation of SD initiatives ‘on 
the ground’ at the regional and local level; thus the sub-national levels could offer best 
practices for NSDS implementation.  

• The impacts of involvement in NSDS preparation processes on sub-national 
authorities are, also due to the shortcomings described above, very limited and only 
rarely considered at the national level when the process is designed: The processes 
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only marginally influence cooperation of sub-national authorities with national-level 
actors, other sub-national authorities (of the same level or other levels) or other 
stakeholders. Moreover, NSDS preparation processes usually do not result in changes 
of competences or any significant changes in capacities in sub-national authorities. On 
the other hand, discernable impacts occur at the level of awareness-raising and 
political will of sub-national authorities. Impacts can also vary based on the previous 
experience of a given national authority with SD processes. In the UK, for example, 
the preparatory process was important in raising awareness in the regions on SD in 
general and fostered learning about SD within the Regional Development Agencies in 
particular. 

 

Effects of NSDS preparation on the dynamics between national and sub-national 
authorities 

• Our results show that involvement in NSDS preparation has only marginally 
influenced cooperation of sub-national authorities with national-level actors, other 
sub-national authorities (of the same level or other levels) or other stakeholders. This 
is valid for actors involved both in administrative and political capacity. 

• Mechanisms of involving sub-national levels in processes of NSDS preparation 
strongly depend on the prevailing political culture of a country as well as existing 
patterns of interaction between national and sub-national levels. As a result, the 
processes of NSDS preparation often come in forms and utilising techniques that do 
not challenge established patterns of governance. For instance, the cases of Austria 
and Denmark show practices of involvement which would be innovative in other 
country settings, but build on patterns of governance developed in these countries long 
before the NSDS processes. Practices of NSDS preparation are most commonly one-
off events, rounds of written consultation and/or overall processes with a low degree 
of participation and coming too late in the preparatory process to be of significant 
impact, and as such only rarely directly affect the dynamics between national and sub-
national authorities: the exchange between representatives of different political-
administrative levels is limited, and participation mechanisms involve sub-national 
authorities as only one of many stakeholder groups.  

• We observed that in some cases the capacities of the  sub-national authorities involved 
to formulate SD-related interests and deal with SD issues strategically were 
strengthened through their involvement in the process – which might indirectly affect 
the dynamics between national and sub-national authorities – but in order to observe 
this change, further interaction between relevant actors would need to be examined. 
Were the mentioned shortcomings addressed (i.e. long-term/repeated interaction 
would be ensured, with enough time to formulate and negotiate interests, with 
provided information suited to the needs of sub-national authorities, early enough in 
the preparatory process and with a higher impact) influence of local and regional 
authorities over the process and product would be strengthened. Changes in dynamics 
(acknowledgement of the role of sub-national authorities in preparation and 
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implementation of the NSDS, resources for negotiation etc.) as well as its reflection in 
vertical/sub-national provisions of the NSDS would be the likely outcome. 

 

 

4.4.2 National SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees: 

 

• Overall, national SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees are 
important institutional bodies for NSDS implementation and cross-sectoral 
integration. They were specifically created to support the NSDS process and can act 
in a spectrum of functions, such as policy agenda setting, horizontal policy 
coordination and integration, conflict mediation, networking platform, monitoring 
and evaluation, facilitation of public engagement, forum for exchange of best 
practices etc. National SD councils/commissions are made up of representatives of the 
national government (mostly public administrators, in some cases ministers, e.g. 
Slovenia) and usually representatives of various stakeholder groups, including public 
administrators from the sub-national levels (in some case also policy-makers, e.g. in 
Slovenia mayors represent local authorities in the National Council for SD). Inter-
ministerial committees are composed of public administrators of all (or most of) 
national government ministries and in some cases of representatives of different 
stakeholder groups, including the sub-national levels (e.g. Committee for a 
Sustainable Austria). In most cases, the number of sub-national representatives in 
national SD councils/ commission and inter-ministerial committees is small, e.g. 
two mayors in the Slovenian National SD Council and four public administrators in 
the Committee for a Sustainable Austria.  

• National SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees are important 
exchange platforms that foster direct dialogue between national and sub-national 
representatives (mostly public administrators, in some cases also policy-makers). 
Regular meetings of these institutions improve the interplay across political levels 
and potentially foster cooperation among the national and sub-national levels (in 
terms of better understanding for the concerns of the respective political levels through 
regular exchange). Our results show, however, that sub-national representatives 
could not comprehensively influence the NSDS implementation process through 
these institutions. In the case of Slovenia, the local authorities are only one of several 
stakeholder groups and have only two representatives in the National Council of SD. 
Therefore, it was difficult for the local authority representatives to have a concrete 
influence on the implementation of specific NSDS objectives. A similar situation can 
be detected in Malta where the only local-level representative in the national SD 
commission (which comprises 41 members) has not been involved in the NSDS 
preparation or implementation in any specific manner. In the case of Austria, the 
Committee for a Sustainable Austria has achieved an increase of cross-sectoral 
integration between ministries at the national level. However, the regional 
representatives could only marginally influence the decisions on NSDS 
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implementation, i.e. they were not involved in the development of the work 
programmes and progress reports. The reason is that no space was created in the 
Committee for reflecting upon regional experiences/concerns, nor a mechanism for 
comprehensive national-regional interplay was established. 

• Nevertheless, the national SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial 
committees had several other effects: For instance, through the working groups of the 
Slovenian National Council for SD, a more intensive cooperation with the regional 
councils could be achieved in sectoral policy issues (e.g. public transport). It is 
important to note that the local representatives in the National Council played a 
decisive role in establishing this cooperation. The Committee for a Sustainable Austria 
increased the informal exchange on SD issues between the national and regional levels 
which led to other forms of cooperation (e.g. SD funding schemes), more informal 
exchange among regional representatives and public administrators from all national 
government ministries (not only the Ministry of Environment) and several ‘spill-over 
effects’ (e.g. learning how to address cross-sectoral integration, support for regional 
public administrators to push SD on the regional level). 

• Therefore, one can argue that national SD councils/commissions and inter-
ministerial committees are not strong mechanisms for sub-national involvement in 
NSDS implementation (i.e. no direct influence of sub-national levels on concrete 
implementation measures). However, they created effects unintended by their 
original objectives, e.g. better information exchange between political levels, more 
informal cooperation with different national government representatives, spill-over 
effects on the regional level such as an increase in awareness and political will, i.e. 
substantive learning (addressing cross-sectoral policy integration) and support for 
regional administrators to push SD. These effects are to a significant extent enabled by 
these institutional arrangements’ creation of opportunities for repeated interaction of 
its members, in many cases also in informal contexts. These effects can have, in the 
long-term, a positive impact on SD governance processes.  

• Although several stakeholder groups are represented in national SD 
councils/commission and inter-ministerial committees, these institutional bodies could 
not improve cooperation among the stakeholders on SD issues in general. This has 
various reasons: Firstly, these institutions focus on a national policy documents 
(NSDS) and the national SD process. Thus, the main exchange and cooperation 
activities are between national representatives and the stakeholder groups, not among 
the stakeholder groups themselves. Secondly, they are one of many platforms of 
exchange for stakeholders on SD issues, as is the case, e.g. in Austria.  

 

Effects of national SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees on the 
dynamics between national and sub-national authorities 

• This type of involvement mechanisms represents important (mostly formal) exchange 
platforms that foster direct dialogue between national and sub-national representatives. 
National SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees establish new 
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institutionalised settings for interaction mostly of public administrators, in some cases 
also of policy-makers. Sub-national authorities are usually represented to a lesser 
extent, as one of many stakeholder groups (see e.g. the case studies of Malta and 
Slovenia), which could prevent the sub-national authorities from influencing existing 
dynamics and power/competence structures. 

• It seems that in the design of these mechanisms more attention could be given to the 
issues of representation and accountability, mainly how local and regional-level 
representatives are selected and represented (representation through associations of 
municipalities or regions such as in Slovenia, or by a direct representative of one of 
the municipalities/regions as in Malta; selection through direct appointment, election, 
voluntary application), and what accountability mechanisms exist between the sub-
national representative and the constituency he/she represents, be it either other sub-
national authorities or other stakeholders. 

• There exists an opportunity for the municipalities or regions to become better 
organised through voluntary horizontal exchange and dissemination activity of the 
sub-national representative and to articulate a common position, possibly representing 
also the position of other regional/local stakeholders. Such side effects could affect the 
dynamics between national and sub-national authorities, but they are not inherent 
features of this type of mechanism. 

 

4.4.3 Institutionalised mechanisms for better coordination between national and  sub-
national levels: 
 

• The institutionalised mechanisms are generally important platforms for 
coordination among public administrators from the national and sub-national levels 
on various policy issues. As policy coordination is particularly important in federal 
states because of the extended responsibilities of sub-national levels, they are more 
likely to be established in federal states (i.e. we found four such mechanisms in the 
EU Member States, namely in Austria, Germany, Finland and Italy). Moreover, as 
these coordination mechanisms are usually established for general policy 
coordination among the political-administrative levels, they existed before the NSDS 
and did not alter the interplay between actors (e.g. in Austria and Germany). 

• The main difference with national SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial 
committees is that these institutionalised mechanisms serve exclusively the function 
of coordination and exchange between public administrators from the national and 
sub-national levels (e.g. Austria, Germany and Italy). However, the sub-committee on 
regional and local SD in Finland is an exception, as it also comprises non-public 
stakeholder representatives. Generally, the relative number of sub-national 
representatives in these institutionalised mechanisms for coordination is higher 
than in national SD councils/commissions and inter-ministerial committees.  

• As the case studies of Austria, Finland and Germany show, although these 
institutionalised mechanisms are meant to coordinate policies, their main impact is on 
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improved information exchange among the public administrators from the national 
and regional/local levels. Therefore, in all these countries the regional public 
administrators could not specifically influence the general development and 
implementation of NSDS objectives. Especially in Austria and Germany, the NSDS is 
a national policy strategy which is only binding for the national level. Moreover, the 
strong independence of German regional states makes coordinating NSDS 
implementation particularly difficult.   

• However, the examined institutionalised mechanisms fostered several important 
developments in SD governance: (a) through regular meetings, personal contacts and 
informal exchange on SD issues among public administrators from the national and 
regional levels could be improved; (b) moreover, such as in the case of Finland, an 
increase of horizontal information exchange and coordination among sub-national 
authorities and between sub-national authorities and other stakeholders has also 
occurred; (c) the cooperation in the institutionalised mechanisms led to the 
development of common projects, e.g. development of SD indicators for the national 
and regional level in Germany or the competition on implementing environmental 
plans prepared in Finland; (d) regular exchange among the public administrators from 
the national and sub-national levels created more awareness of regional and local 
perspectives on SD issues, i.e. sub-national levels as a ‘landing place of SD’; and (e) 
the long-standing institutional mechanism in Austria (Expert Conference of SD 
Coordinators) fostered the idea of developing the first common strategy of the national 
and regional level in Europe (which, in turn, increased the political relevance of the 
Expert Conference and enables regions to formulate SD objectives for the national and 
regional level). However, it seems that in order to effectively achieve lasting impacts, 
it is vital that these institutionalised mechanisms have the subject and focus of work 
as clear as possible and are endowed with necessary resources (financial, access to 
expertise, competences etc.). 

• Institutionalised mechanisms could not achieve ‘true’ vertical integration in the 
NSDS process: they have not created a strategic framework of responsibilities for 
implementing NSDS objectives across political levels. Based on the results of our 
research, we also suggest that their impact on involved actors has been only slight in 
terms of competences or capacities, although through providing opportunities for sub-
national authorities to contribute towards NSDS implementation they affected 
awareness of level-specific SD concerns, horizontal and vertical interplay, and 
probably also of SD-specific interests. 

• Several interview partners have pointed out that institutionalised mechanisms for 
better coordination between the national and sub-national levels are mainly a means of 
reducing hierarchies and fostering better cooperation between the political-
administrative levels. Moreover, it seems important that the success of such 
institutionalised mechanisms is not achieved by simply establishing them, but they 
need accepted structures, must evolve over time and need space for formal and 
informal exchange. Eventually, these institutionalised mechanisms should develop 
ways for a coordinated, multi-level NSDS implementation. 
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Effects of institutionalised mechanisms for improvement of vertical policy coordination 
on the dynamics between national and sub-national authorities 

• These mechanisms create new (formal) settings for interaction between national and 
sub-national authorities with a clearly specified goal that is immediately relevant to 
dynamics of their overall interaction. The goal is almost exclusively the function of 
policy coordination and exchange, performed through meetings of public 
administrators. The ratio of sub-national representatives on the membership of these 
institutionalised mechanisms is higher than in mechanisms of the previous type, 
which, together with the mentioned objective and a reasonably high-level position and 
clear mandate (such as the regional SD coordinators in Austria), significantly affects 
the position of sub-national authorities vis-à-vis the national authorities. 

• These mechanisms often improve information exchange among public administrators 
across political-administrative levels and build awareness of level-specific concerns, 
particularly a higher recognition of the important role of sub-national authorities in SD 
implementation by the national administrators. Of high importance are also patterns of 
informal exchange among the participating administrators, as well as relations 
between the participating administrators and their political counterparts and the 
political commitment vested into the issues. 

• Although our research shows that impact on involved actors has been only slight in 
terms of competences or capacities, in terms of dynamics positive results are reduction 
of formal hierarchies, increased access of local and regional administrators to national-
level expertise and fostering of better cooperation between the political levels on SD 
issues. 

 

4.4.4 Links between national SD strategies and sub-national SD activities 
 

• An increasing number of regions in the EU Member States have developed or are 
currently developing regional SD strategies or similar programmes. Examples of 
regional SD strategies can be found in Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Spain and the 
UK. In most cases, regions take the NSDS and its objectives into account when 
developing their regional SD strategies or programmes. However, these strategies or 
programmes are generally developed as bottom-up initiatives, reflecting regional 
circumstances and challenges and involving regional stakeholders in their 
preparation and implementation.   

• In Italy and Spain, for instance, several regions have developed SD strategies and have 
started to implement them with specific programmes and projects. Due to the limited 
role of the NSDS as policy guiding strategy, regions in Italy and Spain can be 
regarded as more advanced in SD strategy development and implementation. 
Moreover, the cooperation between the national and regional levels on SD policy is 
generally rather weak. Nevertheless, Italian regions consider a stronger cooperation 
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with the national level in the NSDS process as crucial, mainly because of the 
experiences and knowledge of regions in SD policy implementation.   

• In the UK, RDAs are important institutional bodies on the regional level for including 
SD into regional development programmes. However, tensions exist between national 
government targets (that focus more on economic development than SD) and 
regional development objectives. Therefore, several RDAs rely less on government 
targets and guidelines but develop their own SD activities. Similar to Italian regions, 
the English RDAs would prefer a stronger and more systematic involvement of 
regions in the NSDS preparation and implementation process.  

• Moreover, the ‘regional round tables’ in the UK, which are responsible for drafting the 
regional SD frameworks, have fostered a strong cooperation between various 
regional stakeholders and thus created an increased role for network-like 
governance. Moreover, regional round tables defined SD policy objectives for the 
respective regions.  

• There are also several links between the NSDS process and activities on the local 
level, most significantly LA 21 activities, local SD strategies or other local SD 
activities. For instance, local authorities in Denmark are very active in energy policy. 
They follow NSDS objectives but develop their own local initiatives with a strong 
political commitment (e.g. Energy City in Frederikshavn). In the UK, the local 
authorities have to develop sustainable community strategies which outline their long-
term SD objectives. These objectives are developed in cooperation with the local 
stakeholders. Through this, network-like governance structures are fostered. In 
Slovenia, mayors as members of the national SD council are important in linking 
NSDS implementation with activities at the local level, e.g. in public transport. In 
France, the national government wants to stimulate the development and coherence 
of both processes and contents of LA21s through a reference framework that has 
many additional functions: It stimulates concrete action for SD at sub-national levels, 
eases presentation of SD issues to the public, increases public participation, fosters an 
increase in horizontal and vertical interplay, serves as a networking tool, and improves 
the position of SD/LA21 coordinators in municipal administrations. 

• In summary, our study reveals several important features of the links between the 
NSDS processes and sub-national activities:  

o Regional SD strategies and similar programmes take NSDS document into 
account, but are largely developed as bottom-up strategies reflecting regional 
circumstances. Due to limited coordination and cooperation mechanisms in 
most EU Member States, the link between the NSDS process and the 
regional SD strategies is weak.  

o In some EU Member States (e.g. Italy, Spain), regions are more advanced in 
SD strategy development and implementation compared to the national level. 
This is particularly the case when there are no NSDS implementation measures 
foreseen at the national level and the cooperation between the national and 
sub-national levels on SD issues is traditionally weak.  
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o Sometimes, tensions exist between the national and regional levels regarding 
the implementation of SD objectives (e.g. in the UK). 

o SD strategy processes on the sub-national levels foster cooperation between 
regional/local stakeholders and increase network-like governance structures.   

o Both regions and local authorities develop their own SD policy objectives. Our 
study shows that many sub-national authorities address energy policy and 
climate change issues and show considerable political commitment in their 
implementation efforts (e.g. Denmark, the UK). This focus on energy and 
climate policy, however, is more a result of the current importance of these 
topics rather than a result of the NSDS process.  

 

Effects of mechanisms linking the NSDS and sub-national SD activities on the dynamics 
between national and sub-national authorities 

• Due to the variety of these mechanisms (which do not correspond to a unified scheme) 
the effects on dynamics between national and sub-national authorities tend to be 
varied and case-specific. Two interesting practices are worth pointing out: the French 
Local Agenda 21 Reference Framework; and regional sustainable development 
strategies, especially in the context of specific conditions under which they have been 
developed in Italy and Spain. 

• The French LA21 Reference Framework and its associated award of recognition is an 
example of a mechanism implemented with a very clear awareness of the potential 
effects on the dynamics between the national level on one side, and municipalities, 
inter-municipal bodies (communities of municipalities, communities of 
agglomerations, urban communities) and departments on the other. One of the NSDS 
objectives is to stimulate development of a certain number of LA21 initiatives (an 
interest of the national Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development), although 
France is a centralist state with a strong tradition of local-level democracy. A trade-off 
between the national-level interest for achieving higher coherence among and steering 
capability of LA21 initiatives (which possess a markedly bottom-up character) and the 
flexibility of adaptation of the mechanism to local conditions as well as its ‘adoption- 
and implementation-friendliness’ had to be made very carefully. Sub-national 
representatives were involved in its preparation and testing, as well as in the ‘feedback 
group’. The critical role of mayors and the position of SD-responsible local-level 
administrators is also recognised. This mechanism presents an example of a successful 
instrument sensitive to dynamics between national and sub-national authorities. 

• In some cases, regional SD strategies are, similarly to LA21, bottom-up initiatives. 
Regional SD strategies are examples of strategic development guidelines, which are 
developed by regions particularly in those countries in which NSDSs are only binding 
for the national level. As outlined in several case studies, regional SD strategies also 
include specific issues and challenges at the sub-national level and in further 
interaction with national authorities the existence of strong regional SD strategies can 
improve the position of the regions due to high coordination costs to the national level 
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and high regional experience. As indicated above, in some EU Member States (e.g. 
Italy, Spain), at least certain regions can be said to be more advanced in SD strategy 
development and implementation than the national level. 

 

4.5 Further research needs 

 

Due to the fact that this study is the first that focuses on the involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes in a comparative way and due to the limited scope of the study, we 
list several issues and topics that should stimulate future research: 

• A more detailed examination of the ‘form follows function’ argument on the example 
of individual involvement mechanisms, using frameworks and theories of higher 
explanatory and predictive capacity (regulation theory, institutional rational choice), 
with data collection methods utilising a larger sample of actors, focusing also on 
spillover effects 

• Impacts of individual involvement mechanisms on sectoral policies and policy-making 
and associated administrative practices, observing horizontal, vertical and diagonal 
pathways (see Figure 1) in discussion with the HEPI and VEPI concepts (horizontal 
and vertical environmental policy integration) 

• Transferability of interaction patterns between national and sub-national actors 
established through the NSDS process to other sectoral strategies, and of mechanisms 
effecting those patterns, in line with the governance principle of sustainable 
development as a ‘transformative programme’ 

• Impacts of the NSDS processes on priorities of political parties and national and sub-
national political discourse 

• Causal linkages between NSDS involvement mechanisms and economic, 
environmental and social performance of countries as well as linkages between 
environmental, economic and social baseline conditions and the desired ‘function(s)’ 
of implemented policy mechanisms 

• Contribution of local and regional authorities to and involvement in EU SDS 
processes, i.e. increase the scope examination of vertical interplay to involve also the 
international level. 

 

4.6 Policy recommendations 

 

Mechanisms for involving sub-national levels in NSDS preparation and implementation in the 
EU Member States are limited and depend to a large part on existing patterns of interaction 
between national and sub-national levels. Therefore, it is necessary to establish a stronger 
interaction and cooperation between national and sub-national levels on governance issues 
in general and SD policy in particular. 
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This finding is in line with several Opinions of the EU Committee of the Regions:  

− an earlier Opinion on the review of the EU SDS, highlighting the “role and 
responsibility of local and regional authorities in achieving sustainable development” 
and a call for the national governments to “collaborate to determine and implement 
changes to achieve a sustainable society through strong leadership” (2005:1.7) 

− a later Opinion on the EU SDS which states that “local and regional authorities should 
play leading roles in the process of implementing, monitoring and reviewing the 
Strategy” (2007:1.7), and 

− a recent Opinion on governance and partnerships in regional policy which welcomes 
that “governments are making efforts to promote a dialogue with regional and local 
authorities in determining not only goals, priorities and resources for territorial 
development, but also how it is implemented, in the context of European and national 
policies” (2008a:4) and insists “that a connection be made between the issues of 
governance and partnership at national and regional levels in preparing national, 
regional and local strategy and planning documents and the consideration and launch 
of initiatives to overcome challenges such as climate change, urban transport, the 
development of life sciences and biotechnology, scientific and research activities and 
innovation in EU and other regions” (ibid.:21). 

The importance of sub-national levels in NSDS processes mainly lies in their role and 
responsibility in implementing NSDS objectives. Our results show that public administrators 
from both national and sub-national levels would welcome a stronger cooperation between the 
different political-administrative levels on SD issues and the NSDS process. In this context 
we would like to present several recommendations: 

• In order to increase the meaningful contribution of sub-national levels in NSDS 
preparation, at the national level it is necessary to (a) involve regional and local 
authorities at an earlier stage in NSDS preparation (i.e. before the main objectives are 
pre-defined); (b) design mechanisms and procedures for the process of NSDS 
preparation that involve regional and local authorities and ensure coordination of SD 
policy objectives across political-administrative levels; (c) distribute information to 
sub-national representatives that is suitable for their information needs; and (d) 
provide clear feedback to the sub-national levels on their contribution in the 
preparatory process to increase trust and willingness to support the NSDS process at 
the sub-national levels.  
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• The results of this report show that the particular and complex nature of SD policy-
making and NSDS processes (i.e. integration of various policy fields and political-
administrative systems, inclusion of stakeholders, etc.), require formal and informal 
mechanisms of cooperation and exchange between national and sub-national 
authorities: On the one hand, formal mechanisms (e.g. national SD councils or 
commission, inter-ministerial committees) have an official character and a clear 
mandate for sub-national involvement in NSDS processes. On the other hand, 
informal mechanisms are increasingly important as they support network-like 
governance structures and informal exchange among national and sub-national actors 
(policy-makers and administrators) and possibly also non-public stakeholders. We 
suggest that mechanism that create opportunities for repeated and, at least, partly 
informal interaction of a relatively stable group of persons (be it at the political level, 
administrative level or combined; and with or without the inclusion of non-public 
stakeholder representatives) foster the development of groups with shared values 
which can enable effective policy integration. 

This recommendation echoes an earlier Opinion of the EU Committee of the Regions 
stating that opportunities to “exchange experience and accumulate new knowledge 

The need for this policy recommendation has been identified in the case studies of the 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Malta, Spain and the UK. 

In the Czech Republic, an innovative way to organise consultations with regional 
and local stakeholders has been utilised, but the exercise has been negatively affected by 
shortcomings in communication. 

In Denmark, municipalities were only marginally involved in NSDS preparation. 
The role of their contribution has been acknowledged in the review process, where they 
have been involved in general consultation and direct dialogues with the Minister of 
Environment, although the results of their involvement are difficult to foresee at the 
moment. 

In Malta, a broad participatory process targeting various stakeholder groups and 
utilising events of various formats has been enabled at least in part by the size of the 
country and density of its population. The Maltese preparatory process can easily serve as 
inspiration for also larger countries. Nonetheless, local authorities had several 
opportunities to participate in NSDS preparation, but the potential of these various 
channels has not been fully utilised. 

In Spain, regional authorities have been involved in the preparation through a 
conference and a meeting with the national Minister of Environment. Although the 
preparatory process succeeded to involve regional authorities to an extent, it has failed in 
establishing coordination between the objectives of the national and regional SD 
strategies. 

In the UK, the participation of Regional Development Agencies in the NSDS 
preparation process enabled them to raise awareness of strategic SD issues not only 
among their staff, but also among their stakeholders. 
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through cooperation and interaction between various players are important parts of 
sustainable development efforts” (2005:6), and stressing “the importance of devising 
new instruments [for implementing sustainable development] and improving existing 
ones” (ibid.:5). 

 

 

 

• Sub-national representatives (either policy-makers or public administrators) should 
increasingly be involved in formal institutional mechanisms for exchange and 
cooperation in NSDS processes: Although in practice these mechanisms (i.e. national 
SD councils, inter-ministerial committees and institutionalised bodies for coordination 
between political-administrative levels) only rarely contribute directly to vertical 
policy integration, they serve other important functions related to the NSDS process: 
better information exchange between political levels, more informal cooperation with 
different national government representatives, spill-over effects on the regional level 
such as increase in awareness and political will, i.e. substantive learning (addressing 
cross-sectoral policy integration) and support for regional administrators to push SD. 
Therefore, in the long-term, these mechanisms have a positive impact on SD 
governance. 

In Austria, the Expert Conference for SD involves high-level administrators responsible 
for SD coordination from national and regional levels. Clear mandate and connection to a 
high-level political body grant it the opportunity to influence policy decisions and are also 
the chief precondition for a successful transfer of this practice. The case also shows the 
increasing importance of informal networks, developed through repeated interaction in a 
group of people with common interests. 

We found a similar practice in Germany, where the National-Regional Working 
Group on Climate, Energy, Mobility and Sustainability received a broad mandate in topics 
of common interests between the national government and the regional states. In addition 
to providing the opportunity to influence national-level policy decision, it also provides 
space for regional SD administrators to coordinate their efforts and positions. 

In Finland, the Sub-committee on Regional and Local Sustainable Development of 
the Finnish National SD Commission builds understanding between political-
administrative levels and fosters transfer of best practices between municipalities. 

However, it must be noted that formal mechanisms of exchange (particularly the 
examples of Austria and Germany) very much depend on the structural characteristics of 
political-administrative systems and their level of transferability is thus limited (e.g. 
federal political systems are more likely to establish formal coordination mechanisms 
between national and sub-national levels). Informal mechanisms (to be found in the Czech 
Republic and other countries) are often less dependent on the structure of the political-
administrative system and thus their degree of transferability can be higher. 
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• However, in order to guarantee a meaningful involvement of sub-national 
authorities in these institutionalised mechanisms, it is necessary to establish certain 
provisions: (a) sub-national levels must be a major stakeholder and/or partner in these 
institutions and not only one stakeholder amongst many others; (b) the role of sub-
national levels must be clearly defined and communicated in order to enable full 
commitment of regional and local authorities and avoid wrong expectations; (c) 
enough space and time must be provided for the exchange between national and sub-
national authorities in important NSDS issues, particularly on NSDS implementation 
which concerns regions and local authorities the most; (d) these mechanisms need 
broadly accepted structures, must evolve over time, and enable formal and informal 
exchange; and (e) the involvement of sub-national authorities should be guaranteed 
within their resource capacities (e.g. budget, personnel, time). 

This policy recommendation very much confirms a recent Opinion of the EU 
Committee of the Regions suggesting that “the inclusion of partners in the elaboration 
and implementation of regional development policies provides considerable 
opportunities for the various actors and participants to express their interests and 
increases people’s trust in government”, provided that it is ensured that “the partners 
concerned have the right mandate to act, as well as the necessary expertise and 
capacity, and that their participation will make a real contribution” (2008a:16). 
Development of new institutional instruments (platforms, policy management and 
round tables) in order to “facilitate the implementation of horizontal and vertical 
approaches” is also stressed (2008a:30). 

In Austria, high-level regional administrators charged with SD coordination take part in 
the Committee for a Sustainable Austria, a body intended to foster horizontal policy 
integration at the national level. They have an opportunity to develop informal contacts 
with high-level national administrators from various ministries and develop capacity to 
deal with cross-sectoral issues at the regional level. Provided such administrators exist in 
other countries this practice is easy to transfer. 

In Malta, one local councillor (a political representative of a municipality) is a 
member of the national SD commission. 

In Slovenia, one political-level representative of each of the two municipal 
associations is involved in the National Council for SD, although they have only limited 
opportunity to develop informal relations with national-level administrators. 
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• A better link between NSDS processes and sub-national SD activities should be 
established in the EU Member States: Firstly, it is important for NSDS processes to 
utilise bottom-up initiatives at the sub-national level that reflect regional 
circumstances and challenges and involve regional stakeholders. Secondly, 
experiences on the sub-national level with addressing SD issues ‘on the ground’ could 
provide meaningful insights for NSDS implementation. Finally, the objectives of SD 
strategies, programmes and initiatives on all political levels should be coordinated in 
order to achieve best results in SD policy-making. 

This policy recommendation confirms an earlier Opinion of the Committee of the 
Regions which “commits regional and local authorities to defining their own strategies 
in line with the strategic objectives set at national and European levels, with the 
appropriate feedback mechanisms” (2007:2.8), as well as a recent Opinion on climate 
change and energy goals (relevant particularly in the context of the Danish case 
study), stating that there is a “need for the action plans of towns and cities to sit within 
the context of regional and national plans”, while regional plans “could provide the 
link between the local and national initiatives which would ensure that local plans are 
developed in a coherent manner” (2008b:16). 

Mentioned provisions were relevant in case studies of Austria, Finland, Germany, Malta 
and Slovenia. 

By definition, in institutionalised mechanisms with explicit mandate for vertical 
coordination (Austrian Expert Conference, Finnish subcommittee of the national SD 
commission for local and regional SD, or German national-regional working group), sub-
national levels are a major stakeholder and/or partner (provision a above). Typically 
repeated interaction over time allows for development of informal exchange (provision d). 
However, in Finland, the costs associated with participation of local and regional 
representatives have not been addressed sufficiently (provision e) and the space provided 
to these representatives has also been identified as an issue (provision c). 

It is more uncommon for local and regional authorities to have a ‘special position’ 
in institutionalised mechanisms serving to achieve broad societal discourse on SD issues 
or national-level horizontal policy integration (Slovenian National SD Council, Austrian 
Committee for a Sustainable Austria). Local and regional authorities tend to be one of 
many stakeholder groups (provision a) without a specific role to play (provision b) and 
the high level of participating representatives can make devoting enough time and space 
for the concerns of sub-national authorities as well as development of informal exchange 
patterns difficult (provisions c and d). 
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• Better integration of Local Agenda 21 initiatives and NSDS processes is preferable: 
LA21 initiatives can make an important contribution in NSDS implementation 
(increase cooperation between stakeholders, foster ‘ownership’ of NSDS at the local 
level, increase learning and capacity-building for SD in general, etc.). It is, therefore, 
advisable for the national governments to develop effective tools to steer LA21 
initiatives in the context of the entire NSDS process. Moreover, to address the need for 
more comprehensive approaches at the local level, other programmes and processes 
which reflect the integrated character of SD and which are not referred to as LA21 do 
exist (Brundtland towns, Healthy Cities, sustainable cities, sustainable community 
initiatives etc.). These also offer important potential contributions to the NSDS. 

An Opinion of the EU CoR already confirmed the role of LA21 in achieving 
sustainable development, stating that “Local Agenda 21 is the prime tool for 
implementing policies that are designed and carried out through broad participatory 
processes” (2007:1.42).  

This policy recommendation has been formulated on the basis of the case studies of 
Denmark, France, Italy, Slovenia and the UK. 

In Denmark, an annual event bringing together national and sub-national 
authorities as well as international and national stakeholders and experts in the field of 
energy has been launched in response to the interest of municipalities to pursue 
environmental energy targets. We believe that the clear issue-based focus of this initiative 
enables also its transferability. 

In France, a direct link between Local Agenda 21 initiatives and the NSDS has 
been established by including LA21 targets into the objectives of the NSDS, which is 
again one of the more easily transferable practices. 

In Italy (and, to a lesser extent, in Spain), ineffective strategic SD processes at the 
national-level had the result that regions launched their own regional SD strategies, which 
poses a further challenge of building effective multi-level linkages between national and 
regional-level SDSs. 

A very similar challenge is faced in Slovenia and the UK, a challenge of 
integrating priorities and measures of regional development programmes and the NSDS. 
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• One of the most significant challenges of SD governance (and therefore of NSDS 
preparation and implementation) is to establish mechanisms for effective cross-
sectoral (horizontal) policy integration, both at the national and sub-national levels. 
Cross-sectoral policy integration goes beyond mere integration of environmental 
concerns into other policy sectors (i.e. ‘environmental policy integration’). In order to 
develop inter-linkages between the various policy sectors in a strategic manner and at 
every political-administrative level, the necessary prerequisites are high-level political 
commitment for SD as well as clear and strong institutional responsibilities for SD. 
We would suggest placing the responsibility for SD at a central and strategic position 
in the political-administrative hierarchy, e.g. in the Prime Minister’s Office (at the 
national level) and the department of regional first ministers or mayors (at the sub-
national levels). 

This policy recommendation confirms a recent Opinion of the EU Committee of the 
Regions, stating that “it is crucial for good governance in the field of regional policy 
that (...) there is a clear focus on efficient policy implementation which is based on 
horizontal and vertical integration of the various instruments so that clear and 
measurable results are achieved” (2008a:8). 

This policy recommendation has been formulated on the basis of good practices identified 
in the case studies of Austria, the Czech Republic and France. Typically, support for 
local-level SD initiatives by the national level is relatively low; more support for LA21 
initiatives is provided by the regions. 

However, in Austria LA21 initiatives are recognised by the NSDS as a chief 
vehicle for local-level participation. Moreover, as part of the Expert Conference of SD 
Coordinators a working group on LA21 exists, bringing together national and regional SD 
coordinators with representatives of local authorities. 

In Czech Republic, national level provides methodical guidance and financing 
opportunities. 

In France, establishment of 500 new LA21 initiatives is one of NSDS objectives. 
An instrument that provides enough flexibility to the municipalities yet serves to stimulate 
higher coherence among LA21 initiatives has been developed. These are all examples of a 
higher degree of transferability and at relatively low cost. 
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As the results of the interviews undertaken for this study show, horizontal integration is 
considered as one of the major challenges in order to move towards successful SD 
policies. On the national level, horizontal integration is mainly addressed by inter-
ministerial committee which bring together representatives (political and/or 
administrative) of different government ministries.  

A good example can be found in Austria: The Committee for a Sustainable Austria 
brings together high-level public administrators from all government ministries in order to 
steer the implementation and monitoring of the NSDS. Regional representatives take also 
part in this Committee. Through their involvement, regions could build capacities on how 
to address horizontal integration for SD in a strategic manner; this should help them to 
address cross-sectoral issues also on the regional level. 
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Annex 1 – National SD Strategy Country Profiles 
 

Austria 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Austrian Federal Government in April 2002. 
No update of NSDS so far.  

Currently, a Federal SD Strategy (common strategy of the national and 
regional level) is developed by the “Expert Conference of National and 
Regional SD Coordinators”. It is planned that the Federal SD Strategy will 
be approved by the Council of Ministers (for the national level) and the 
Conference of Regional Ministers (for the regional level) in spring 2009. 

The NSDS process is coordinated by the Federal Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry, Environment and Water Management.  

Main objectives of NSDS The Austrian NSDS includes five main objectives: 

• Sound public finances 
• Quality of life 
• Dynamic business location 
• Living spaces – protection of diversity and quality 
• Responsibility and active role on SD in Europe and the world 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

Several institutional arrangements foster the cooperation and coordination 
between the national and sub-national levels in the NSDS process:  

• The “Actors Network Sustainable Austria” facilitates networking 
among SD coordinators from the national, regional and local levels 
with publications and regular network meetings in order to 
exchange experiences on SD issues. Moreover, the experiences with 
ongoing projects on the regional level are discussed to harmonise 
SD processes in Austria.  

• “Round Table Sustainable Austria”: Since 1998, members of the 
Actors Network Sustainable Austria meet in “round tables” that are 
organised annually by the Ministry of Environment in cooperation 
with one of the Austrian regions to exchange experiences and 
information. One round table was organised during the preparation 
of the NSDS with the aim to discuss expectations, processes, 
governance issues, etc.  

• The “Expert Conference of National and Regional SD 
Coordinators” was approved by the Conference of the Regional 
First Ministers in 2000. National and regional SD coordinators meet 
twice a year in order to develop common activities and to 
implement strategies. In the preparation of the NSDS, the regional 
SD coordinators submitted a common statement.  

• Regional SD coordinators participate in the “Committee for a 
Sustainable Austria”, the key institution for the implementation and 
further development of the NSDS. The Committee is responsible 
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for the development of work programmes and the progress reports.  

So far, there are no regional SD strategies in Austria (only Lower Austria has 
developed a general regional strategy, including SD issues). A Federal SD 
strategy that will link national and sub-national SD policy-making is 
currently being prepared and planned to be adopted in spring 2009. 

LA21 is regarded as an important approach to implement SD at the regional 
and local levels. In 2002, a sub-group of the “Expert Conference of National 
and Regional SD Coordinators” was established to better coordinate LA 21 
activities. As part of the activities of this sub-group, the LA21 coordinators 
of the regions organise every 1-2 years a conference as a “dialogue forum” 
on LA 21 issues. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Horizontal coordination is fostered by the “Committee for a Sustainable 
Austria” that includes representatives from several federal ministries, social 
partners and the regions (five representatives of the “Expert Conference of 
National and Regional SD Coordinators”). Moreover, a “Steering Group 
SD” was established on the national level that coordinates SD activities 
between ministries.  

Participatory arrangements The “Forum Sustainable Austria“ comprises about 50 members coming from 
various stakeholder groups, e.g. science, NGOs, other experts, etc. The aim 
of the Forum is to support the implementation process of the NSDS and to 
advise the Committee for SD.  

Furthermore, the national government frequently organises various 
interactive dialogue forums with stakeholders, such as workshops and round 
table discussions. 

At the end of 2002, a strategy group was established to define participation 
in relation to SD and to interlink the actors working in this field in Austria. 
The strategy group comprised 20 persons from administration, academia, 
counselling, NGOs, etc. They drew up practical recommendations (“work 
sheets for public participation”) and held discussions with stakeholder 
groups. 

In 2005, “standards of public participation” were developed by an inter-
ministerial working group that includes several stakeholders (social partners 
and NGOs). The standards should be applied by the administration when 
developing programmes and policies.  

Implementation measures Two work programmes have been published so far: The first one in 2003, 
which included 200 specific measures that need to be implemented in line 
with the NSDS objectives. The second work programme in 2004 presented 
80 additional measures. Most of the measures outlined are in the process of 
implementation.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

Transparency and publicity about the progress in the implementation of the 
NSDS is considered as important. Several measures are undertaken: 

• Work Programmes define specific measures and objectives that 
need to be implemented. They also refer to relevant sectoral and 
institutional competencies. Work Programmes were published in 
2003 and 2004. 

• Progress Reports about the implementation activities: The reports 
describe the results achieved in the implementation and present new 
implementation measures. The last Progress Report was issued in 
2006. 

• In autumn 2005, an external evaluation of the implementation 
activities and results in the NSDS process was conducted by a 
group of independent researchers. The evaluation is planned to form 
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the basis for the further development and modification of the 
NSDS.  

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

Austria has elaborated an "indicator-based monitoring system for the overall 
assessment of sustainable development [...] based on what is known as the 2-
sphere model" in July 2006. The indicator set consists of 82 indicators 
structured along the 2 spheres 'Man/Society' and 'Environment'. 26 SDIs are 
used as headline indicators for communication purposes. In October 2007, an 
indicator report as well as a headline indicator report were published.  
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Belgium 
 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The first Federal Plan for Sustainable Development was valid for the period 
2000-04. The second Federal Plan for Sustainable Development runs from 
2004-08 and is the current federal strategy. Both were approved by the 
Council of Ministers after being discussed in Parliament. 

The Federal Plans are drawn up in the context of implementing the law of 
May 1997 that outlines the necessity to coordinate the federal policy on SD. 
Currently, the third Federal Plan for Sustainable Development, covering the 
period 2009-2012, is being developed. After a consultation process (starting 
in April 2008), the new Federal Plan was expected to be approved in autumn 
2008. 

Furthermore, Belgium intends to develop an NSDS (common strategy of the 
national and regional level) which is currently under negotiation. It will be 
elaborated by an inter-ministerial SD conference. Being a federal state, 
adopting an NSDS requires the cooperation between the federal government, 
the regional and community governments.  

The responsibility for the coordination of the Federal Plans lies with three 
institutions: Inter-departmental Commission for Sustainable Development 
(ICSD), Federal Public Planning Service Sustainable Development 
(PODDO) and the Federal Planning Bureau. 

Main objectives of NSDS The current Federal Plan for Sustainable Development includes six main 
objectives: 

• Combating poverty and social exclusion 
• Dealing with the implications of an ageing society 
• Addressing threats to public health 
• Managing natural resources more responsibly 
• Limiting climate change and increasing the use of clear energy 
• Improving the transport system 

Moreover, 31 priority actions linked to the six main objectives are 
extensively described. 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

Representatives of the regions and municipalities (three representatives each) 
participate in the Inter-departmental Commission for Sustainable 
Development (ICSD). Within the ICSD, these representatives have the role 
of “associated partners” and can provide comments in the preparation phase 
of the Federal Plan. Moreover, regional authorities can submit official 
comments and statements in the preparation of the Federal Plan.  

As the Federal Plan is only binding for the national level, there are no 
obligations for the sub-national levels. For the implementation of objectives 
and targets of the Federal Plan that relate to sub-national competencies, so-
called “cooperation agreements” need to be signed between the political 
levels – this is a mandatory process foreseen in the constitution.  

With the adoption of an NSDS, that would be applicable for the national and 
sub-national levels (currently under negotiation), a stronger cooperation 
between the different political levels would be necessary. 
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The region of Flanders has developed a regional SD strategy. Moreover, LA 
21 initiatives have been developed by numerous municipalities. However, 
these strategies/initiatives deal exclusively with sub-national issues and there 
is no link to the Federal Plan. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Horizontal coordination is undertaken by the Inter-departmental Commission 
for Sustainable Development (ICSD), which is responsible for drafting the 
Federal Plan for Sustainable Development as well as for coordination issues 
and overseeing its follow-up. The ICSD is chaired by the Minister of 
Environment, Consumer Affairs and Sustainable Development and 
composed of representatives from all Government ministries and from the 
sub-national levels. 

Participatory arrangements A legally mandatory general consultation period of three months on the draft 
Federal Plan for Sustainable Development has to be organised during the 
preparation of each plan. 

As far as stakeholder involvement is concerned, the Federal Council for 
Sustainable Development (FCSD) plays an important role in the process of 
drafting the Federal Plans. The FCSD consists of representatives of the 
employers’ federation, trade unions, energy suppliers, consumer protection 
organisations, environmental protection organisations, development 
cooperation organisations and scientific experts. Firstly, the Federal 
Government is obliged to submit the draft Federal Plan to the FCSD. The 
FCSD has then 90 days to submit an advice to the Government. Secondly, 
when drawing up the Federal Plan, the Government has to give an 
explanation when not taking into account the advice of the FCSD. 

Implementation measures The Federal Plan is understood as an “Action Plan” that outlines a four-year 
programme of measures the Government has to implement. In the first 
Federal Plan, about 600 measures were outlined; the second Federal Plan 
outlined about 400 measures (of which about 60 % are currently 
implemented). The third Federal Plan will be more focused with about 100 
measures.  

Generally, the implementation of the Federal Plan is the responsibility of 
each Federal Government member and each ministry, called Federal Public 
Service (FPS). Each ministry (or FPS) has to develop an annual SD Action 
Plan which outlines measures and activities to be undertaken. The Action 
Plans are developed by the SD units within each FPS. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

A legal act of May 1997 established the need for an evaluation process. Two 
monitoring mechanisms are in place:  

The first is the reporting system within the ICSD. In their annual reports to 
the ICSD, representatives of the Government ministries explain how the 
current Federal Plan is implemented. This allows the secretariat of the ICSD 
to supervise the implementation of the Federal Plan. Furthermore, the annual 
activity reports of the ICSD (including the activities of individual ministries) 
are submitted to the Federal Government and the Parliament and later made 
publicly available. 

The second monitoring mechanism are the biannual SD reports by the Task 
Force on SD (TFSD) of the Federal Planning Bureau. These reports 
contribute to the preparation of the next Federal Plan as well as to political 
decision-making and the public debate in general. Since 1999, four reports 
have been published (the last one in autumn 2007).  

Indicators and monitoring 
practices  

Sustainable development indicators (SDIs) are included in the biannual SD 
reports by the TFSD of the Federal Planning Bureau. The current set consists 
of 45 indicators structured according to the 'Driving force-Pressure-Impact-
State-Response' (DPSIR) framework. 
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Bulgaria 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The first NSDS of Bulgaria is currently being developed and will then be 
adopted by the Council of Ministers. The process is coordinated by the Inter-
departmental Consultative Council for Sustainable Development. A draft 
NSDS is available in Bulgarian only. 

The responsible ministry for the NSDS process is the Ministry for Economy 
and Energy.  

Main objectives of NSDS --- 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

The draft NSDS was discussed in several meetings, consultation and 
discussion forums with several stakeholder groups, including representatives 
of regional and local authorities. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The National Strategy for the Environment and Action Plan (2000-06) was 
approved by the Council of Ministers in June 2001. Improvements since the 
last National Strategy (1992) have been made in terms of collaboration and 
horizontal integration through the establishment of inter-ministerial 
commissions and councils, the adoption of programmes and plans on behalf 
of the Council of Ministers as well as ad-hoc inter-institutional working 
groups to solve specific problems. It is pointed out in the strategy that the 
EU integration process has been a strong driver for improving horizontal 
collaboration. 

Participatory arrangements In 2006, the Inter-departmental Consultative Council for Sustainable 
Development was established, following the recommendations in the 
renewed EU SDS. This Council is chaired by the Minister of Economy and 
Energy. The members of the Council are vice-ministers and directors of 
specialised administrations whose activities are related to SD. The major 
objective of the Council is to coordinate the development of the first NSDS 
of Bulgaria. 

Implementation measures --- 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

--- 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

For monitoring the NSDS, a set of indicators is currently developed. It will 
be closely related to the set developed by Eurostat, with additional indicators 
reflecting specific national issues. 
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Cyprus 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The first NSDS of Cyprus was approved by the Council of Ministers in 
November 2007 (only available in Greek). The NSDS includes the main 
topics and subject areas of the renewed EU SDS. 

The ministry responsible for the NSDS process is the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environment. 

Main objectives of NSDS --- (NSDS only available in Greek) 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

In the preparation of the NSDS, the municipalities (only sub-national level in 
Cyprus) were involved in the general consultation process that also included 
several other stakeholder groups (i.e. organised societal bodies). On the one 
hand, public inquiry meetings were organised in which the municipalities 
participated. On the other hand, stakeholders could submit written comments 
on the draft strategy which were, when possible, incorporated in the final 
NSDS. 

The only coordination between the national and sub-national levels is 
undertaken for the National Action Plan on Green Public Procurement: 
Based on the national plan, the municipalities have to develop their own 
local action plans.  

LA 21 initiatives exist on the municipal level. However, there is no link to 
the NSDS. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Inter-Governmental Committee is chaired by the Ministry for 
Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environment (Environment Services). 
Other institutions involved are the Ministry of Interior, the Planning Bureau 
as well as the Departments of Town Planning and Housing, Water 
Development and Geological Survey (departments are implementation and 
advisory bodies for ministries). 

Participatory arrangements The Council for the Environment is an important institution for all issues that 
concern environmental policy and management. It has a wide representation 
and advises the National Government on environmental and SD issues. 
Environmental NGOs are encouraged to get involved in the environmental 
and SD policy formulation process; some are already members of the 
Council for the Environment. 

Implementation measures Several action plans have been developed, e.g. the Action Plan on Green 
Public Procurement. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The NSDS does not include monitoring and/or review mechanisms.  

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

Cyprus takes part in the Mediterranean Commission for SD (MCSD) that 
provided a list of 130 indicators for SD in the Mediterranean region. The 
indicators relate to economic, social and environmental issues that are 
specific to this region. 
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Czech Republic 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Czech Government in 2004, a revision of the 
strategy is scheduled for 2009 [Revision was originally planned for 2007, but 
was put to a halt by the Government; new deadline for the revised NSDS is 
November 2009].  

The Czech Government Council for Sustainable Development is responsible 
for the NSDS process. 

Main objectives of NSDS The Czech NSDS includes six main objectives:  

• Strengthening the competitiveness of the economy 
• Protecting nature, the environment, natural resources and landscape, 

environmental limits 
• Strengthening social cohesion and stability 
• Research and development, education 
• European and international context 
• Good governance 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

During the preparation of the current NSDS, “regional round tables” were 
organised in 2004. Round tables were also organised during the revision 
process of the NSDS – one in 2006 and one in 2007. The “regional round 
tables” had the objective of discussing the NSDS with the regional 
authorities and other regional stakeholders. Comments and recommendations 
received were collected and put into a databank for the revision process. 
These round tables were not only important for receiving comments and 
recommendations, but also to raise awareness for NSDS objectives in the 
sub-national stakeholder groups. Coordination between the sub-national 
levels is fostered by the Building Act of 2007, an important law that aims to 
implement several NSDS objectives. The Act foresees the establishment of 
“Municipal Councils for SD” in 2008 that will play a role in the local SD 
impact assessment in planning policy. 

There are also several SD activities on the sub-national levels. In 2006, the 
Government developed a manual for planning and evaluating SD at the 
regional level, based on the NSDS objectives, including guidance for the 
development of regional SD plans and SD indicators. However, many 
regions lost interest in developing an SD plan and only some regions are 
active on SD issues, such as Vysocina Region. 

The local level is more active in SD issues than the regions. LA 21 initiatives 
and local SD strategies are currently the core of NSDS implementation. The 
Government Council for SD cooperates with the Association of Regions and 
the Union of Towns and Municipalities in the Council “Working Group for 
LA 21”. This working group involves various stakeholders and is very 
active. The idea is to start from the local situation and local activities and 
develop local strategies. On the basis of the work of the Healthy Cities 
(initiative under the auspices of the World Health Organisation), the working 
group developed “Criteria for LA 21” which were adopted in 2006. These 
criteria include a system of indicators for benchmarking local SD activities. 
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Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Governmental Council for Sustainable Development is responsible for 
coordinating SD policy-making between the central administrative 
authorities on an inter-departmental basis. Representatives of all ministries 
participate in the different working groups of the Government Council for 
SD. 

Participatory arrangements The Governmental Council for Sustainable Development was established in 
2003 as a standing advisory and coordinating body of the Czech Government 
for SD and strategic management. The Council consists of representatives 
from governmental institutions, local authorities as well as of all major 
groups of society and is chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister. The Council 
has the main co-ordination role for developing the NSDS. It is also 
responsible for updating and monitoring processes. 

Generally, the Council has developed several managerial communication 
tools (i.e. communication strategy, communication action plan, etc). In 
cooperation with the Committee for the Strategy for SD, the Council 
facilitates public discussion by organising public hearings, thematic 
workshops, national stakeholder forums, email-based discussions, 
information campaigns. The Council also annually prepares the Sustainable 
Development Forum which aims to facilitate broad public discussion and 
access of the public to information on SD topics. In 2006, the Council started 
a more intensive dialogue with leaders of the business community.  

Implementation measures NSDS objectives need to be included in sectoral policy strategies by the 
various ministries. Generally, though, the NSDS is understood as a long-
term vision strategy that does not outline short-term implementation 
measures.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The Committee for the Strategy for SD, a body established within the 
Governmental Council for Sustainable Development, monitors and evaluates 
the implementation of NSDS. So far, two progress reports of the NSDS were 
published (2005 and 2006). The third progress report was planned for 
September 2008. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The Czech NSDS provides a set of 87 indicators for assessing individual 
strategic goals. A shorter list of 24 indicators is used for communication 
purposes.  

The 2005 and 2006 progress reports are based on a set of 36 indicators 
covering the three pillars of SD and  are complemented by three additional 
areas stated in the NSDS (research & development and education, European 
and international context, and good governance). The goal is to use a stable 
set of indicators that should guarantee a better validity of data about SD. 
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Denmark 

 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Danish Government in 2002. The strategy 
was discussed in Parliament, but according to Danish parliament procedures, 
such a strategy is not formally adopted or approved by Parliament.  

In June 2007, the Danish Government published a draft NSDS/discussion 
paper. This document was publicly discussed with several stakeholder 
groups. The publication of the revised NSDS was planned for late 2008. 

The Ministry of Environment is responsible for the coordination of the 
NSDS.  

Main objectives of NSDS The Danish NSDS includes eight main objectives:  

• Welfare society and decoupling economic growth and 
environmental impacts 

• Safe and healthy environment 
• Biodiversity and ecosystem protection 
• Efficient resource use 
• International commitments 
• Environmental considerations in all sectors 
• Sustainable development support by market 
• Sustainable development as shared responsibility 

Moreover, objectives and priorities are also included in five cross-cutting, 
six sectoral and three implementation chapters. 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

With regards to the current NSDS, there are no strategic mechanisms for the 
involvement of sub-national levels in the implementation. 

For the preparation of the revised NSDS, the sub-national levels are involved 
in the consultation process and the “direct dialogues”: 

• The draft of the revised NSDS was sent to all regions and 
municipalities in a general consultation process. They had three 
months to submit their comments on the revised strategy. 

• A “direct dialogue” was organised between the Minister of 
Environment and several municipalities (selected by the 
Association of Local Authorities): It was discussed how the 
municipalities have already contributed to SD and how the national 
level could provide a strategic framework for SD at the local level. 
The results were included in the revised draft NSDS. The dialogue 
also resulted in two concrete projects: (a) Development of a 
methodology for a municipal carbon calculator; (b) sustainable 
urban policy framework, establishing a close cooperation between 
the national level and the municipalities. 

The municipalities have their own SD strategies which are required by the 
planning law. These “Agenda 21 strategies” must be renewed every four 
years. There is no direct link between these strategies and the NSDS. 
However, an indirect link exists as the strategies have to be submitted to the 
Ministry of Environment. 
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There are several partnerships between the national and sub-national levels, 
e.g. Nature Conservation Partnership, Public Procurement Partnership. These 
partnerships are related to the objectives formulated in the NSDS. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Ministry of Environment is responsible for the coordination of the 
NSDS process. Several other ministries are involved in close inter-
ministerial cooperation: Ministries of Transport, Health, Energy, Education, 
Foreign affairs, Food and Consumption, Science, Taxation, and Economics 
and Business Affairs. 

Participatory arrangements Since the Danish Nature Council was dissolved in 2002, no National Council 
for SD exists in Denmark. 

Broad public consultation was undertaken when the NSDS and the set of 
indicators were developed in 2002. More than 250 Danish and international 
NGOs were involved in this process. The most influential civil society actors 
are the Danish 92 Group, a coalition of twenty Danish NGOs dealing with 
environmental issues, and Local Agenda 21 initiatives. 

The Government has established partnerships and dialogues with important 
stakeholders, e.g. partnerships with the National Association of Local 
Authorities in Denmark, close dialogue with businesses (including CSR and 
green procurement), etc.  

For the revision of the NSDS, a participatory process was developed, 
including roundtable discussions and direct dialogues with sub-national 
authorities, business and industry, NGOs and the financial sector. 

Implementation measures The need to develop more specific sectoral strategies with concrete measures 
and targets to implement the NSDS objectives is acknowledged. It is 
intended to make the development of specific action plans mandatory with 
the revised NSDS.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

In June 2007, the Danish Government published a discussion paper for a 
revised NSDS. The discussion paper was part of a broad public debate, 
which will result in the publication of a revised NSDS. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

Monitoring and reporting are highly institutionalised and coordinated by the 
Danish Environmental Protection Agency, although there is a lack of exact 
deadlines for reports on the strategy. Along with the NSDS, a set of 102 
indicators was published to measure the progress made in the 
implementation of the strategy. The set of indicators comprises a small 
number of 14 key indicators and a larger set for each of the targets of the 
NSDS. Every two years, key indicator reports are published which inform 
about progress achieved. The latest report, 'Key Indicators 2004', was 
published in 2005, including the set of 14 headline indicators. 
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Estonia 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was approved by the Estonian Parliament in 2005. 

The Ministry of Environment was responsible for developing the NSDS. The 
implementation of the strategy is now coordinated by the State Chancellery 
to ensure better horizontal integration. 

Main objectives of NSDS Four main objectives are included in the Estonian NSDS: 

• Viability of Estonian cultural space 
• Growth of welfare 
• Coherent society 
• Ecological balance 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

The preparation phase of the NSDS started in 2001 and lasted about four 
years. The Local Self-Government Unions (representing the local 
authorities) were involved in the overall discussion of defining SD priorities. 
However, no formal arrangements have been developed of sub-national 
involvement. In the official consultation round for the draft NSDS, different 
stakeholders groups were involved to provide their comments, including the 
Local Self-Government Unions. Currently, the State Chancellery is thinking 
about developing more formal administrative arrangements.  

The Commission on SD provides a forum for stakeholder involvement. 
However, the sub-national levels were not involved so far. This should also 
be changed in the future. Another forum for multi-level cooperation is the 
Joint Commission of Ministerial Bodies which annually discusses important 
policy topics, including SD. 

A draft version of the implementation report about the NSDS was sent to the 
Local Self-Government Unions for comments. However, there was only 
limited response – mainly due to lack of time and resources.  

There are no links between NSDS processes and sub-national SD activities. 
Generally, bigger cities are more active than smaller municipalities in SD 
issues. Some sub-national authorities have developed SD principles, but no 
strategies have been developed so far. Also, there are not many LA21 
initiatives in Estonia. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Estonian Commission on Sustainable Development was most 
instrumental in the preparation of the NSDS. Representatives from national 
ministries and other governmental institutions participate in this 
Commission. 

Besides the Commission on SD, an Inter-ministerial Working Group, 
comprising representatives of several ministries and the Estonian Statistical 
Office, has been established in order to coordinate SD issues (e.g. 
implementation of the NSDS, National Progress Report of EU SDS 
implementation, SD indicators and monitoring, etc). The working group is 
chaired by the Strategy Director of the State Chancellery. 

Participatory arrangements The Estonian Commission on Sustainable Development, established in 1996, 
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is led by the Prime Minister and co-chaired by the Minister of Economy and 
the Minister of Environment. The Commission is composed of 28 experts in 
the field SD, including representatives from government (6), parliament (5), 
governmental institutions (5), academia (9), business (1) and NGOs (2). The 
objectives of the Commission are to advise the Government on issues related 
to SD, develop different sectoral options and comments, present them to the 
national and local governments, and submit proposals for new legislation. 

It is an objective of the Government to increasing the activities of civil 
society and its capability to participate in the formulation and 
implementation of different policies. Currently, the Government elaborates 
civil society programmes to support the improvement of capabilities of 
social partners, local government unions and non-profit organisations. 

Implementation measures Generally, the NSDS outlines very broad objectives until 2030. 
Nevertheless, there are several short-term sectoral plans and strategies for 
more immediate goals. 

The Government decided in June 2006 that the coordination of the 
implementation of the NSDS will be the duty of the State Chancellery. In the 
State Chancellery, the position of the Strategy Director was created to 
coordinate the development and implementation of the Government’s action 
programmes, the competitiveness strategy and the NSDS.  

To improve the efficiency of the implementation, an Inter-ministerial 
Working Group for SD was also created. Its main task is to coordinate and 
supervise the implementation of the NSDS. In autumn 2007, the Working 
Group presented a report on the current state of implementation of NSDS 
objectives to the Government.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

An implementation report was published in autumn 2007. The report 
included a review of the main activities necessary to implement the NSDS 
and an analysis of the achievement of strategy objectives. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The NSDS includes a set of 42 preliminary indicators linked to the strategy 
objectives. There is work in progress to elaborate a set of indicators for the 
NSDS. 

In 2004 and 2006, the Statistical Office of Estonia prepared the report 
'Indicators for Sustainable Development' based on a set of 60 indicators. 
Based on this SDI set, the Estonian Statistical Office also hosts a 
“Dashboard of Sustainability” that displays a core set of sustainability 
indicators for European countries and the regions/counties of Estonia on 
maps as well as the performance evaluation of countries/regions/counties. 
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Finland 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The Government Programme for Sustainable Development was approved by 
the Council of State in 1998.  

The new NSDS was approved by the Finnish National Commission on SD 
and by the Council of Ministers in 2006. 

The general co-ordination of the national SD policy is the responsibility of 
the Secretariat of the FNCSD (Secretary-General, Secretary and Assistant) 
located at the Ministry of the Environment. 

Main objectives of NSDS The Finnish NSDS includes six main objectives: 

• Balance between the use and protection of natural resources 
• Sustainable communities in a sustainable regional structure 
• Well-being of citizens 
• Economy as safeguard for sustainable development 
• International responsibility 
• Supporting sustainable choices 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

The new NSDS was developed by the Finnish National Commission on SD 
(FNCSD). Sub-national levels (regional authorities and municipalities) 
participated in several workshops, were informed about certain issues and 
also asked for advice in specific cases. Moreover, they gave comments on 
the draft NSDS. However, no formal and structured way for their 
contribution was established in the preparation phase. 

In order to improve the coordination of SD policies between the national and 
sub-national levels, the Finnish National Commission on Sustainable 
Development (FNCSD) established a new sub-committee on regional and 
local SD in June 2007. The sub-committee is mandated to promote SD in 
regional and local administrations as well as in their cooperation with each 
other and with the national government. As a special task, the sub-committee 
is designed to contribute to the implementation of the NSDS and take 
initiatives on the national SD policy process. Other tasks of the sub-
committee are to promote SD as part of the strategy work and planning 
system of the local authority, to create preconditions for the implementation 
of SD in the everyday activities and decision-making of local authorities and 
to promote the implementation of the Aalborg Commitments. 

The sub-committee is chaired by the State Secretary from the newly 
established Ministry of Employment and Industries. The vice-chairs come 
from a Regional Environment Centre and from a municipality. Members of 
the sub-committee comprise representatives of national, regional and local 
authorities, civil society actors and other key experts of SD on the sub-
national levels. The term of the sub-committee will end in 2012, given that 
the FNCSD will be re-appointed in 2008 (when the current mandate expires). 

Generally, there will be four meetings of the sub-committee every year. So 
far, two meetings have been organised. Moreover, several working groups 
have been established on different subjects (e.g. best practice examples, 
competition, etc): The main topics of concern are (i) climate change and 
energy policy (main topic in 2008); (ii) eco-efficient land use; (iii) 
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sustainable transport system; and (iv) sustainable community structures. So 
far, six meetings of the working groups have been organised. 

The sub-committee in 2008 also organises a competition for best practice 
examples of implementing SD. A competition was launched in the regions of 
best practice examples in climate change and energy policy. The sub-
committee defined criteria for the competition and all regional 
organisations/companies/actors can participate. The winner/s will receive an 
award. Funding for the competition comes from the Ministry of Trade. 

Local agenda 21 has always been important in Finland. The Association of 
Finnish Local and Regional Authorities adopted an SD strategy already in 
1997, one year before the Government Programme on SD was endorsed. 
Approximately 80 per cent of Finns live in municipalities that either have 
established or are in the process of establishing their own LA 21.  

The link between the NSDS and sub-national activities is well-coordinated. 
However, LA 21 is not as successful any more for SD as it previously has 
been. The main reason for this is that LA 21 is understood and concerned 
mainly with environmental issues and not with the whole spectrum of SD. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The work of the FNCSD is outlined and prepared by an Inter-ministerial 
Secretariat, which operates as a network and convenes 8-10 times a year. 
The Secretariat comprises about 20 members from different ministries, each 
taking the lead in preparations for themes within their area of expertise. The 
FNCSD’s Secretary-General and Secretary come from the Ministry of the 
Environment, which also looks after practical arrangements and provides 
funding for the Commission’s work. 

All relevant Government ministries were involved in the preparation of the 
NSDS 2006. The presiding officers of the preparatory strategy group were 
composed of senior administrators from the Ministries of Finance, 
Environment, and Social Affairs and Health. 

Participatory arrangements The main forum that involves a variety of stakeholders in the Finnish NSDS 
process is the Finnish National Commission on Sustainable Development 
(FNCSD). The Commission was chaired by the Finnish Prime Minister until 
April 2007. It is now chaired by the Minister of Labour.  

In November 2001, the FNCSD and the Parliamentary Environmental and 
Future Committees jointly set up a national SD partnership process, 
consisting of a series of partnerships based on voluntary measures. Partners 
from various sectors were invited to make specific commitments for the 
future. 

Implementation measures Generally, the Government ministries are asked to include SD into their 
portfolio and streamline their activities with the NSDS. All ministries 
received a letter from the FNCSD, explaining that they have to implement 
the NSDS objectives in their respective fields. The FNCSD will also 
organise sessions to explain how the NSDS should be implemented and what 
this means for the different ministries.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The Finnish Governmental Programme for Sustainable Development (1998) 
was evaluated in 2000-02 by a sub-committee of the FNCSD, thus involving 
various stakeholders. The evaluation report was published by the Ministry of 
the Environment in June 2003 and describes the progress made towards SD 
during the previous two decades. The report also served as a basis for a five 
year work plan of the FNCSD (2003-2007). 

Finland has decided to link the NSDS progress report with the 
implementation report of the renewed EU SDS. As a result, a progress report 
about the implementation of NSDS objectives was drawn up in autumn 
2007, and the FNCSD was informed of the progress in December 2007. The 
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FNCSD then reported the results of the assessment to the Government. In 
accordance with the EU schedule, the next national progress report will be 
drawn up in 2009. 

Finland was one of the peer countries in the Dutch peer review process in 
2007. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

Together with the NSDS, a set of 35 'follow-up indicators' was adopted in 
June 2006. These indicators are used to monitor and assess the 
implementation of SD objectives in Finland. The indicators are the result of 
cooperation between several administrative sectors, and are intended to 
reflect the various areas of SD in a diverse and comprehensive manner.  
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France 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted in 2003 by the French Government. In 2006, a 
revision of the NSDS was adopted by the Inter-ministerial Committee on 
Sustainable Development (available in French only). The revision brought 
the NSDS in line with the EU SDS.  

Currently, a new NSDS is being prepared and will be adopted later in 2008. 

Responsibility for the NSDS process lies with the Ministry of Ecology and 
Sustainable Development. 

Main objectives of NSDS The revised NSDS is in line with the EU SDS and includes seven key 
challenges, two cross-sectoral challenges and ten action programmes 
(already developed in 2003, but continued in the revised version): 

• Social and health dimensions of sustainable development 
• Citizen as an actor of sustainable development 
• Devolved administrations 
• Economic activity, companies and consumers 
• Climate change and energy 
• Transport 
• Agriculture and fishing 
• Preventing risks, pollution and other threats to health and the 

environment 
• Working towards an exemplary state 
• International action 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

For the preparation of the new NSDS, a country-wide broad stakeholder 
consultation process has been organised, “Grenelle de l’environnement”, 
which was started in September 2007 and ended in spring 2008. More than 
800 people meet regularly in 33 working groups, including representatives 
from the sub-national levels. The results of the working groups will be used 
in the further preparation of the new NSDS. 

For the implementation of the NSDS, three activities are of main importance: 

First, the national level developed “state strategic action plans” with SD 
objectives for each of the 26 regions. These action plans operationalise 
objectives outlined in the NSDS and must be understood as regional 
implementation plans. These action plans have to be taken into account in 
the regional SD strategies developed by the prefects.  

Second, the “state-territory intervention programme” refers to more than one 
region and is organised by the national level in relation to NSDS 
implementation. The programme refers to different environmental policy 
issues.  

Both of the above activities are part of the legal procedure in policy-making 
in France. Sub-national levels are involved in the definition of the current 
state and the financing. 

Third, the NSDS 2003 included the objective to establish 500 LA 21 
initiatives within five years. As part of the revised NSDS process in 2006, a 
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“framework reference” for LA 21 initiatives was developed by the national 
level in cooperation with NGOs and representatives of the sub-national 
levels. The reference document includes criteria for the local authorities that 
they need to fulfil to be recognised as a ‘good initiative’. The criteria are 
closely related to the EU SDS and the NSDS and, thus, should guarantee 
vertical coherence of all actions. The criteria also outline important 
governance processes. Overall, the document defines the SD concept, is 
applicable on all sub-national levels and outlines how stakeholder 
participation can be organised. Therefore, it represents a national guidance 
document for sub-national levels. Currently, 64 LA 21 initiatives are 
recognised by the national level on the principles outlined in the “framework 
reference” document. Generally, the “framework reference” established a 
clear link between the NSDS and the local LA 21 activities. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Since March 2005, SD has been included in the French Constitution with the 
adoption of the Environmental Charter. This guarantees stronger efforts of 
including SD in the work of all public institutions. 

Each minister nominated one or more senior civil servants who are 
responsible for preparing the contribution of their administration to further 
developing the NSDS, co-ordinating the preparation of corresponding action 
plans and monitoring their implementation. 

The coherence of actions of all ministries, as outlined in the NSDS, is 
controlled by the Inter-Ministerial Committee for Sustainable Development 
(ICSD). The ICSD is also responsible for the definition, coordination and 
follow-up of national SD objectives. 

Participatory arrangements The National Council for Sustainable Development was set up in 2003 to 
enable broad participation of actors in the elaboration of the NSDS. It is 
chaired by the Prime Minister. The Council’s aim is to bring together actors 
from civil society (e.g. NGOs, employers’ associations, enterprises, labour 
unions, the media and scientist) and sub-national authorities to provide 
advice and submit proposals in the preparation, implementation and follow-
up of SD policies. 

Implementation measures There are several national action plans and policy plans that include clear 
measures which operationalise the NSDS objectives, e.g. Climate Change 
Strategy, Health and Environment National Plan, Noise Pollution National 
Plan, etc. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The minister responsible for SD is obliged to present an annual report to the 
Parliament describing the efforts undertaken in the implementation of the 
NSDS. The reports are based on a set of SD indicators. So far, three annual 
reports have been published (in 2004, 2005 and 2006).  

Furthermore, France was the first EU Member State that undertook a peer 
review process to evaluate the implementation of the NSDS with the 
inclusion of four peer countries (Belgium, Ghana, Mauritius and the UK). 
The peer review report was published in 2005. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

In the revised NSDS of 2006, a set of 12 headline indicators is introduced. 
Similar to the priorities outlined in the NSDS, the indicators are also closely 
linked to those on the EU level. Additional indicators are specified in the 
second part of the strategy. 

Germany 
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NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the German Government in 2002. A progress 
report and update of the NSDS was adopted by the Council of Ministers in 
2005. The NSDS is the strategy of the Federal Government and not of the 
sub-national levels. 

The responsibility of the NSDS lies with the Federal Chancellery. The 
development of the NSDS as well as subsequent reports was undertaken by 
the Committee of State Secretaries on SD, chaired by the head of the Federal 
Chancellery. 

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS includes four main objectives: 

• Intergenerational equity 
• Quality of life 
• Social cohesion 
• International responsibility 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

The current NSDS was developed by the German Government without the 
involvement of the regions. This was, however, considered as a problem and 
has been addressed in the meantime. Regions are now involved in the 
formulation process of concrete measures following the NSDS. This 
involvement is institutionalised in various Working Groups involving 
representatives of the central government and the regions as part of the 
“Conference of Environmental Ministers” – a forum in which the 
environmental ministers of the regions and representatives of the Federal 
Ministry of Environment meet. The working groups are mainly concerned 
with the exchange of experiences.  

There is, however no general coordination process between the national level 
and the regions on the NSDS. 

The exchange between the national level and the regions in other SD 
relevant sectors is also organised in Working Groups. They are mainly 
concerned with the exchange of experiences and include certain negotiations.  

Generally, the coordination between the national and regional levels happens 
in the general policy process which is characterised by laws and the 
influence of leading political parties in the regions. In many cases, the 
national level develops a framework law and the regions are responsible for 
the implementation.  

Regarding the SD indicators developed at the national level: Regions are 
asked to implement and use these indicators. In the environmental policy 
field, there is extensive coordination and adoption of environmental 
indicators.  

Generally, the national level does not have much influence on the SD 
activities in the regions (because of the strong role of the regions in the 
political system). Currently, about half of the German regions have regional 
SD strategies in place, others have Agenda 21 or environmental strategies. 
However, there is exchange and coordination between the national and 
regional level on SD strategies. For instance, in November 2007, the German 
Council for Sustainable Development organised a workshop on the “SD 
policies of the regions”. SD experts from 16 German regions discussed the 
role of regions for SD and implementing the NSDS. 

At the local level, SD is addressed with LA 21 processes that emerged in the 
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mid-1990s. Currently, more than 2600 local authorities (20 % of all German 
local authorities) have initiated an LA 21 process. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Since 2000, the Committee of State Secretaries for Sustainable Development 
– also called the “Green Cabinet” – has the overall responsibility for the 
German NSDS: it has the objective to decide about the strategy, its further 
development and implementation. The “Green Cabinet” consists of state 
secretaries from nine ministries. It is chaired by the Chancellery which 
serves as the main leader in the national SD process. 

This mechanism is considered as a key success factor for SD in Germany. It 
prevented classical conflicts between ministries and ensured that quantitative 
objects have been met. The Chancellery has not only a coordination role, but 
is also steering the process and providing important inputs to the relevant 
ministries. Political leadership for the NSDS falls under the “guidance 
competence” of the Chancellery, and its administrative implementation takes 
place through a link between the Chancellery and the respective ministries 
responsible for the specific issue at hand. 

Participatory arrangements The German Council for Sustainable Development (RNE) was established 
by the German Government in April 2000. It is composed of 17 
representatives, coming from various social groups as well as of science and 
research. Its mission is to give advice to the Government on its SD policy 
and, by presenting proposals for targets and indicators, to contribute towards 
the further development of the NSDS as well as to propose projects designed 
to implement the strategy.  

Several stakeholder groups, e.g. social partners, NGOs, local communities, 
science community, etc, were involved in the formulation and further 
development of the NSDS. The methods used for this purposed ranged from 
traditional consultation processes to the possibility of delivering opinions on 
drafts and even to Internet chat sessions with ministers and state secretaries. 

Implementation measures Generally, the NSDS was generated through existing plans and strategies of 
the sectoral ministries. There is no general implementation programme for 
the NSDS, but various strategies exist in the different policy sectors. For 
instance, the Climate Change strategy, the Biodiversity Strategy, the Hi-tech 
Strategy, etc, all include detailed objectives and measures for 
implementation. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

In 2004, the Federal Government reported for the first time on the progress 
of SD policy, including 21 targets and indicators which are designed to make 
sustainability quantifiable. 

The document “Landmark Sustainability 2005” was approved by the Cabinet 
of Ministers in August 2005. It had been conceived by the “Green Cabinet“. 
The document describes the state-of-the-art of SD policy at the national and 
international levels. 

The Progress Report 2004 and the Landmark Sustainability 2005 had a 
twofold purpose: On the one hand, to evaluate the progress of the NSDS on 
the basis of indicators. On the other hand, to further develop the NSDS with 
new topics. The German Council for Sustainable Development also issued a 
statement regarding the Progress Report in the form of an (external) critical 
comment. Parts of this statement were included in the Progress Report. 

The next Progress Report on the NSDS implementation was scheduled for 
autumn 2008.  

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

Monitoring reports are prepared biannually to assess development on the 
basis of SD indicators. In April 2007, a new SD Indicator Report, based on a 
revised set of 28 indicators, was published by the Federal Statistical Office. 
The report covers the latest developments on SD in Germany with regard to 
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the 21 targets that have been identified in the NSDS. 
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Greece 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Council of Ministers in 2002 (only a 
summary is available in English). Currently, the NSDS is being revised – the 
revision process was planned until summer 2008. 

The NSDS was drawn up by the “National Centre for the Environment and 
Sustainable Development” (NCESD) in collaboration with the “National 
Coordination Committee of the Government Policy in the field of Spatial 
Planning and Sustainable Development” that includes representatives of 
various Government ministries and of many stakeholder groups.  

Responsibility for the coordination of NSDS implementation lies with the 
Ministry of Environment, Physical Planning and Public Works. 

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS includes five main objectives: 

• Reduction of environmental pressures 
• Promotion of social solidarity policies 
• Integration of the environment in other sectoral policies 
• Horizontal actions 
• International action 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

For the preparation of the current NSDS, representatives of local authorities 
participated in general or thematic workshops. However, the sub-national 
levels were involved in the implementation only indirectly through the 
Habitat Agenda in which 48 municipalities participated.   

Apart from that, experiences with the involvement of sub-national levels in 
NSDS processes are limited. One major reason for this is that a lot of sub-
national entities were only created some ten years ago and, therefore, lack 
personnel resources and capacities. Some coordination exists in the five-year 
development programme for local administrations, called “Theses”, for 
which the Ministry or Interior is responsible. The objective of the 
programme is to coordinate the specific roles for local administrations, 
particularly focusing on infrastructure for the environment (e.g. water supply 
and sewage, waste management, etc). The programme is governed by the 
principles of LA 21. However, no clear link to the NSDS exists. 

In the preparation of the revised NSDS (revision process should be finalised 
in summer 2008), sub-national levels were invited to submit ideas for the 
new NSDS. However, only two regions responded. The reporting cycle of 
the revised NSDS will include provisions for sub-national levels to report on 
their implementation efforts. Through this, a stronger link between national 
objectives and sub-national activities should be established.  

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Nine ministries participated in the “National Coordination Committee of the 
Government Policy in the field of Spatial Planning and Sustainable 
Development”. Inter-Ministerial coordination was strengthened for the 
drafting of the National Strategic Reference Framework (2007- 2013) in 
which the principles of the NSDS were included to a large extent. 
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Participatory arrangements The “National Council for Physical Planning and Sustainable Development” 
was established with members coming from the Ministry of Environment, 
local authorities, employers’ and trade unions, research institutes and NGOs. 
However, the coordination between institutions is rather weak and on an ad-
hoc basis.  The Council is now being activated in order to follow up on the 
implementation of the revised NSDS. 

Different stakeholder groups were invited to participate in two public 
consultation phases during the drafting of the revised NSDS. 

Implementation measures The “National Council for Physical Planning and Sustainable Development”, 
in collaboration with the NCESD, issues biannual progress reports of the 
implementation of the National Strategy. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

Currently a review process of the NSDS 2002 is being organised. Almost all 
ministries and societal groups have been involved in this review process 
since the beginning.  

The revised NSDS will include all the priorities of the EU SDS. However, 
there will be additional chapters to reflect the Greek context, e.g. agriculture, 
tourism, culture and physical planning. Moreover, a two-year progress 
reporting cycle will be introduced which will also comprise reports on 
implementation efforts on the sub-national levels.  

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

In 2003, a preliminary set of 70 SD indicators was presented in the report 
'Environmental signals'. However, as the indicators were a proposal and not 
all of them measurable, the implementation of the NSDS was never 
monitored and the indicators were not used nor expanded to cover all the 
strategy objectives. A new set of indicators is intended to be elaborated 
(under the responsibility of the National Centre for the Environment and 
Sustainable Development, in close co-operation with the National Statistics 
Service) which will take into account the SD indicator set by Eurostat and 
the needs of reporting for the renewed NSDS. 
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Hungary 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The National Development Agency, in partnership with the Ministry of 
Environment and Water Management, is preparing the first NSDS.  

In autumn 2007, the NSDS was discussed in Parliament. The parliamentary-
accepted version of the NSDS will be published in 2008. In parallel to the 
approval process in the Parliament, the first SD Action Plan was published in 
2008. The SD Action Plan has to be approved by the Government and will 
be renewed bi-annually. 

Responsibility for the coordination of the NSDS implementation lies with 
the National Development Agency.  

Main objectives of NSDS The  NSDS will include ten main objectives:  

• Sustainable use of the environment 
• Sustainable energy use 
• Sustainable mobility, spatial structure, and availability 
• Sustainable economic processes 
• Sustainable population and demographic processes 
• Health conservation and healthy lifestyle 
• Strengthening of social cohesion and employment situation 
• Protection of natural values and sustainable use of natural resources 
• Constrain of activities strengthening the threat of climate change 

and preparation for climate change 
• Sustainable water management 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

Sub-national levels were involved in the general consultation process of 
preparing the NSDS.  

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The guidance document for preparing the Hungarian NSDS points out that, 
during the decision-making process (e.g. legislative, investment, budget, 
institutions or governmental issues in a broader sense), all important social 
and environmental factors have to be considered beside the long-term 
effects.  

All Government ministries were involved in the development of the NSDS 
and could comment on early drafts. 

Participatory arrangements In the framework of the public participation process in developing the NSDS 
(based on a Government decree), the strategy and a related structured 
questionnaire were made available on the homepage of the National 
Development Agency and the Ministry of Environment. An email with a 
request for participation in this process had been sent to several hundred 
professionals, interest representing and social organisations, as well as to 
representatives of the economic, local governmental, and civil spheres. The 
opinions were submitted via the homepage or by e-mail.  

Moreover, a four-round panel discussion series had also been organized. 
Almost 100 organisations had been invited to the panel discussions.  

The draft NSDS was then discussed, amongst others, with the Nationwide 
Regional Development Civil Interest Reconciliation Forum and the 
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Nationwide Regional Development Council. 

Implementation measures The implementation of the NSDS will be guided by an Action Plan that will 
be renewed every two years. Moreover, a Sustainability Basic Indicator 
System will be developed to follow up the successful implementation of 
NSDS objectives.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The implementation should be a process with extensive social cooperation, 
based on a regular strategic review, which broadens and extends knowledge 
about sustainability, the processes threatening sustainability, and the 
necessary societal change. It should also strengthen scientific research and 
the exchange of knowledge, as well as availability of research results and 
extensive dissemination of knowledge about sustainability. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The Environmental Section of the Hungarian Central Statistical Office 
(CSO) contributed to the publication, entitled “Indicators of Sustainable 
Development and Changes in Hungary in the Frame of EU Indicators”, that 
was published by the Ministry of Environment and Water Management in 
2004. This publication was in compliance with the recommendations of the 
UN and aimed at presenting the main goal of applying SD indicators and 
monitoring SD Hungary. 

Since 2006, CSO publishes its collected data collection on SD issues that 
was based on an SD indicator set (155 indicators all together) elaborated by 
Eurostat. CSO also took part in the preparation of National Sustainable 
Development Strategy and in the development of the related indicator set. 

The national Sustainability Basic Indicator System (SBIS) – in a process 
coordinated by the Eurostat – is under development. The concept of SBIS is 
based on two pillars: (i) implementation of the EU sustainability indicator 
system on a strong and detailed methodological basis, elaborated together 
with Eurostat; and (ii) headline indicators to communicate information on 
SD to the wider public. 
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Ireland 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Irish Government in 1997. For the World 
Summit on SD in 2002, Ireland published “Making Ireland’s Development 
Sustainable - Review, Assessment and Further Action”.  

Currently, a revision process of the NSDS is ongoing. The first draft of the 
revised NSDS has been submitted to Government departments and the 
feedback will be included in a second draft. The plan was to have a revised 
NSDS approved during summer 2008. 

Responsibility lies with the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local 
Government.  

Main objectives of NSDS The Irish NSDS includes seven main objectives: 

• Securing sustainable development: Better supporting structures 
• Positive impact on enterprise and employment 
• Achieving integration: Bringing the environment to the heart of 

sectoral performance 
• Quality environment: An investment in the future 
• Human settlements are shaped by their environment 
• Individual action counts 
• Global sustainability requires global solidarity 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

There is no intensive coordination between the national and sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes. The NSDS 1997 does not lay out an institutional 
process of linking activities on the different political levels. Several 
developments on the sub-national level were even contradictory to SD 
principle, e.g. the housing development. There is some coordination between 
the national level and the County and City Managers’ Association (CCMA) 
on water and waste issues.  

The sub-national level is also not involved in “Comhar” (National SD 
Council). Although the state and public sector is one of the five sectors 
involved, this does not include the sub-national levels. 

For the current revision of the NSDS, the sub-national levels were consulted, 
but not in a formal way. For instance, there was some coordination with the 
CCMA. 

The Network of LA21, a network that aimed to link LA 21 processes across 
the country, has ceased operation. It did not create a link between the NSDS 
and the LA21 initiatives. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The NSDS identifies institutions, procedures, and policy instruments which 
should enhance policy coherence. The institutions mentioned include a sub-
committee of the parliament – the Joint Oireachtas Committee on SD – 
established to monitor and examine SD issues, the National Sustainable 
Development Partnership and the Government’s Strategic Management 
Initiative. It is further outlined how these bodies and processes should 
contribute to the implementation, monitoring and review of the strategy.  

To oversee and guide the process of revising the NSDS, a High-Level Inter-
Departmental Steering Group was established to ensure comprehensive, 
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high-level input across the range of Government policies bearing on the SD 
agenda. 

Participatory arrangements A National Sustainable Development Partnership, “Comhar”, was 
established in 1999 as a forum for consultation and dialogue on issues 
related to SD. Its purpose is to advance the national agenda for SD, including 
evaluating progress, assisting in devising suitable mechanisms and advising 
on their implementation. Comhar is made up of representatives coming from 
the state sector, economic sector, environmental NGOs, social/community 
NGOs, and the professional/academic sector. The budget for Comhar is 
provided by the Department of the Environment and Local Government. 
Each year, Comhar publishes a report giving details of work carried out 
during the reporting period. Comhar began its third term in 2006.  

Comhar carried out stakeholder consultations during the review of the 
NSDS. Three regional seminars (Dublin, Cork and Sligo) were held in mid- 
2007. The outcome of these seminars, and the Comhar sponsored research 
on indicators, education for sustainable development, and sustainable 
consumption will bring a significant stakeholder/civil society perspective to 
the review of the NSDS. In addition, funding of €30 000 has been made 
available to the NGO sector to facilitate the preparation of their input to the 
NSDS process. 

Implementation measures There are several action plans and sectoral policy plans that include 
measures and targets in line with the NSDS. Recently, the Sustainable 
Transport and Travel Action Plan has been launched with a consultation 
paper (February 2008) which has implications not only for transport, but for 
many other social activities. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

Both, the parliamentary sub-committee and the National Sustainable 
Development Council (“Comhar”) evaluate the implementation of the 
NSDS. A review of the NSDS, “Making’s Ireland Development Sustainable: 
Review, Assessment and Further Action” was published in 2002. The review 
report was produced by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and 
Local Government for the Johannesburg World Summit in 2002. The report 
examines progress made in the ten years since the Rio de Janeiro Earth 
Summit. 

The current review process is taking full account of the EU SDS. The revised 
NSDS is likely to follow a thematic, rather than a sectoral approach, and will 
seek to identify indicators by which implementation will be measured. The 
governance of SD is also an issue being carefully examined in this review 
process. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The Irish NSDS does not specify indicators for monitoring the 
implementation of the strategy. In 2002, a report ‘National Progress 
Indicators for Sustainable Economic, Social and Environmental 
Development’ was published by the National Economic and Social 
Committee (NESC). Since 2003, the Central Statistics Office (CSO) has 
annually published the indicator report ‘Measuring Ireland’s Progress’ (most 
recent report published in 2006), describing the economic, social and 
environmental situation in Ireland. Another report, 'Counting What Counts', 
published in 2007, reviews and makes recommendations on Ireland’s SDIs 
including selection criteria. 
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Italy 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was approved in 2002 (only available in Italian).  

The decision to start a revision process of the NSDS to bring it in line with 
the EU SDS was included in a government law. The revision process started 
in September 2007. The process was temporarily stopped whilst a new 
Government was elected (general elections of April 2008). 

Responsibility lies with the Ministry of Environment, Land and Sea. 

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS includes three basic principles: 

• Dematerialisation of the economic system, namely the reduction of 
natural resources, both renewable and non renewable 

• Reduction of risks connected to specific forms of pollution or 
environmental degradation 

• Responsive participation in all the planning and implementation 
phases of the programme of all the parties involved 

It also outlines four thematic areas which are in line with the four priorities 
of the 6th Environmental Action Programme of the EU: 

• Climate and atmosphere 
• Nature and biodiversity 
• Environment quality and life quality in urban contexts 
• Sustainable use of natural resources and waste management 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

The integration of different political levels is ensured by the “State-Regions 
Permanent Conference”, established in 1983, including representatives of 
national and sub-national political bodies. The State-Regions Permanent 
Conference is receiving increasing importance after implementation of the 
devolution process and the reform of the national Constitution Act. 

A “Technical Board on SD” (including representatives of the national and 
sub-national levels) has been set up to prepare the decisions to be adopted by 
the State-Regions Permanent Conference; the technical board has also the 
task of defining guidelines for SD strategies at regional level. Furthermore, it 
represents the main link with the Inter-Ministerial Committee for Economic 
Planning (CIPE) by ensuring the participation of regional representatives in 
the NSDS process. CIPE is the main body responsible for coordination and 
horizontal integration of national policies.  

In drafting the revised NSDS, a new approach was adopted to allow a better 
sharing of the draft document among the main actors involved in the 
implementation and to ensure a highly integrated vision of priorities. Both 
central and regional administrations, local authorities, non-governmental 
environmental and consumers associations, industry and business 
organisations and trade unions representatives reviewed the draft document. 
The consultation round was carried out during 14 meetings, involving more 
than 140 authorities and organizations. 

Some regions have adopted during the last few years regional SD strategies 
aiming at building an overarching framework for their policies and being 
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coherent with European and national level.  

The implementation of LA 21 processes should ensure an important 
contribution of local planning to be consistent with higher level SD 
strategies. The most important initiatives carried out by the national level 
have been the two programmes for co-financing SD programmes and for 
implementing LA 21. A total of € 25 Mio was made available for local 
administrations. Resources have been allocated, among others, to 
interventions for sustainable production and consumption (promotion of 
environmental management audit schemes for SMEs, co-funding of LA 21 
initiatives, sustainable use of water resources). 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Technical Board on SD, as part of the Inter-Ministerial Committee for 
Economic Planning’s (CIPE), is formed by representatives of the Ministry of 
Economy, the regions and other ministry representatives with competencies 
for SD policies. Representatives of national bodies providing information 
(e.g. National Environmental Protection Agency, National Institute for 
Energy, Environment and New Technologies) also participate in the 
Technical Board. 

Participatory arrangements All relevant stakeholders, such as ministries, environmental NGOs, trade 
unions, enterprises, local and regional authorities, were involved in the 
development of the Italian NSDS. The public consultation involved 140 
bodies/organisations in the course of 14 official meetings and through the 
use of a specific telematics forum accessible from the website of the 
Ministry of the Environment. 

Implementation measures The NSDS is considered as an Action Plan. There are several sectoral policy 
plans with concrete measures and targets, e.g. National Plan on reducing 
GHG emissions, Action Plan for Sustainable Production and Consumption, 
etc.  

SD aspects have been included in the 2007 Financial Act, i.e. the budget 
includes SD objectives that are in line with the NSDS. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The Technical Board on SD of the CIPE, in cooperation with the Ministry of 
Environment, prepares annual assessment reports on the implementation of 
the NSDS, based on ten priority indicators. The reports are published in 
April of each year. 

In the course of the preparation of its national implementation report of the 
EU SDS, Italy has also started to revise aspects and topics concerning the 
national level. This process might also lead to the compliance of the national 
SD priorities to those of the EU level, especially in the sectors considered to 
be of particular importance, such as 'climate change and clean energy' and 
'sustainable transport'. Moreover, attention will be given to the 
environmental aspects included in the National Reform Programme (NRPs 
are the Lisbon Strategy's equivalent at the Member State level), so as to 
create a better link between the two processes. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The Italian NSDS provides a set of 150 indicators directly linked to the 
priorities and key issues outlined in the strategy. Additionally, the key 
environmental indicators set by Barcelona’s European Council in 2002 are 
included in the document. The National Statistic Institute (ISTAT) is going 
to implement a national data base of indicators, in the form of a time series, 
for the analysis of phenomena considered to be relevant for SD goals. 
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Latvia 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Latvian Government in 2002. A renewed 
NSDS was planned for 2008. 

Responsibility for the current NSDS lies with the Ministry of the 
Environment, while responsibility for the elaboration of a renewed NDS is 
with the Ministry of Regional Development and Local Government. 

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS includes objectives structured along 16 sectors:  

• Water protection 
• Climate change and protection of the ozone layer 
• Use of natural resources 
• Conservation of biodiversity 
• Management and reduction of waste 
• Elimination of poverty 
• Employment 
• Education and science 
• Environment and health 
• Housing policy 
• Industry 
• Energy 
• Transport 
• Agriculture 
• Regional development 
• Tourism  

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

In the preparation of the NSDS, several round tables were organised. 
Representatives of many stakeholder groups took part in the discussions, 
including municipalities.  

Representatives of sub-national levels participate in the National Sustainable 
Development Commission (planning regions and Association of Local 
Municipalities). 

In order to promote co-operation of the Baltic countries in SD, Agenda 21 of 
the Baltic Countries was adopted in 1998. Latvia has been active within this 
programme since the beginning. At the national level, the approach of 
Agenda 21 is reflected in the “Guidelines of Sustainable Development”. 
Municipalities are regarded as playing a significant role in achieving SD. 
Since 1995, the number of LA 21 initiatives has increased, especially due to 
international cooperation and bilateral co-operation programmes and 
funding. Moreover, there is growing awareness in the municipalities 
themselves. The national level encourages the involvement of municipalities 
in implementing LA 21. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

In 2003, the National Sustainable Development Council (NSDC)  was 
established to coordinate the preparation and implementation of the NSDS as 
well as to coordinate its sectoral policy documents and legislation, thus 
aiming to increase policy coherence. 

Latvia’s “Guidelines of Sustainable Development” were approved by the   
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Cabinet in 2002. The ministries involved (ten, plus the responsible Ministry 
of Environment) and secretariats of the ministers for special assignments, 
must take into account these guidelines when drawing up sector policy 
documents and have to submit informative reports on the implementation of 
the guidelines to the Ministry of the Environment. 

Participatory arrangements The NCSD is chaired by the Prime Minister, with the Minister of the 
Environment as the Deputy Chair. There are several other bodies 
participating in the NCSD, such as ministries, trade unions, employers’ 
confederation, members of the academy of sciences, environmental NGOs, 
representatives of all planning regions and of the Association of Local 
Municipalities. 

Round tables in the preparation of the NSDS were organised in spring 2002. 
Representatives of governmental and non-governmental sectors, employees, 
entrepreneurs, municipalities, youth, farmers, etc, participated in this 
process. 

Implementation measures The “Guidelines for Sustainable Development” must be taken into account 
by all ministries when drawing up sectoral policy plans. This has the aim of 
streamlining sectoral policies with NSDS objectives.  

Implementation reports of Latvia’s SD guidelines were prepared in 2004 and 
2006. 

In 2004, Latvia developed a “National Action Plan for the Limitation of 
Poverty and Social Exclusion” to reduce the number of poor and deprived 
citizens and to achieve a higher level of social inclusion. Latvia’s National 
Lisbon programme for 2005-2008 and the National Environmental Policy 
Plan are also important in this context. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

In preparation for the UN SD Summit in Johannesburg in 2002, Latvia 
prepared the “Latvian National Report – Rio+10”. The report describes the 
situation in the economic, social and environmental fields, analyses 
instruments for the implementation of SD, the role of various target groups 
for development issues, and a selection of Latvia’s most important 
intermediary sectors. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The Latvian NSDS lists 98 indicators to assess progress towards achieving 
the strategy objectives. The NSDS further calls for a ‘National Report on the 
Indicators of Sustainable Development’ to be prepared on a yearly basis by 
the Latvian Environment Agency. The report, ‘Sustainable Development 
Indicators in Latvia’ was published in 2003. The 126 indicators presented in 
this report are structured along the three pillars of SD. An updated version of 
the indicator report was published in 2007 (only available in Latvian). 
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Lithuania 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was approved by the Government in 2003.  

Currently, the NSDS is under review and a revised NSDS is being discussed 
in the National Commission for Sustainable Development. The revised 
NSDS was due to be approved by the Government in late 2008.   

Responsibility for the coordination of the NSDS implementation lies with 
the Ministry of Environment.  

Main objectives of NSDS The Lithuanian NSDS includes 16 objective structures along the following 
sectors: 

• Air 
• Water 
• Landscape and biological diversity 
• Waste management 
• Transport 
• Industry 
• Energy 
• Agriculture 
• Housing 
• Tourism 
• Employment 
• Poverty and social exclusions 
• Public health 
• Education and science 
• Preservation of cultural identity 
• Regional development 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

There is one chapter in the NSDS on regional development on which 
contacts with several municipalities have been established.  

Generally, the NSDS is understood as an “umbrella strategy”. There are 
many sectoral strategies and for their implementation, the municipalities are 
important, e.g. environmental issues like air, water, waste, sea management, 
etc. In this context, special seminars are held for municipalities on NSDS 
issues and implementation, including seminars on special issues like SD 
education. 

LA 21 initiatives have been established in about a third of all municipalities. 
However, they address only environmental issues. Therefore, the 
Environmental Centre for Administration and Technology (ECAT-
Lithuania) has developed projects for developing local SD strategies which 
cover broader issues, not only the environment. There is, however, not much 
coordination between the NSDS and the local SD strategies and SD 
activities.  

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The National Commission for Sustainable Development (NCSD), 
established in 2000, is chaired by the Prime Minister.  Policy coherence is 
presented in the NSDS as one of the main principles for the implementation 
of SD: SD objectives and tasks must be implemented by incorporating 
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environmental, economic and social development objectives into strategies 
of different economic sectors and the development of regions. 

Participatory arrangements The NCSD includes representatives of the various national ministries, NGOs 
and the business community. If necessary, other stakeholder groups can be 
invited when their expertise in certain topics is necessary. So far, the sub-
national levels have not participated in meetings of the NCSD. 

Implementation measures Generally, NSDS objectives must be taken into account when developing a 
sectoral policy strategy or plans. 

This first biannual report on NSDS implementation analysed changes that 
have taken place in different environmental, economical, and social sectors. 
These changes are related to long-term strategic objectives. The report also 
includes a summary of major achievements and problems of the strategy 
implementation. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

For the UN Conference in Johannesburg in 2002, Lithuania developed a 
“National Report on SD”. 

Implementation reports are to be submitted bi-annually to the NCSD by a 
task force established by the Ministry of Environment with the support from 
other ministries. In 2006, a first report about the implementation of the 
NSDS was finalised. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The NSDS provides a set of 75 indicators. These indicators are grouped 
along the three pillars of SD. The indicators were also published in the 2004 
Statistical Yearbook of Lithuania. 
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Luxembourg 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The National Plan for SD was adopted by the Government in 1999 (only 
available in French).  

Currently, a new National Plan for SD is being developed. During summer 
2008, a consultation phase of the new draft National Plan was organised. 
Approval of the Plan by the Government was scheduled for the end of 2008. 

The responsibility lies with the Ministry of Environment. 

Main objectives of NSDS --- (NSDS only available in French) 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

For the preparation of the 1999 National Plan, the sub-national level was 
only marginally involved as one stakeholder group in the general 
consultation process. 

For the development of the new National Plan, the sub-national level is not 
directly involved but indirectly through two bodies and a series of round 
table discussions: The new draft National Plan will be discussed during the 
consultation phase in the Parliament and the High Council for SD. In 
Parliament, several mayors of municipalities are MPs. In the High Council 
for SD, one member is a representative of the Association of Municipalities. 
Moreover, three round tables with several stakeholder groups are organised, 
including representatives of the Association of Municipalities.  

In terms of implementation, two issues are important in the coordination 
between the national and sub-nation level: On the one hand, cooperation in 
sectoral policies is an ongoing process as the municipalities have certain 
responsibilities in several sectors (e.g. water, nature protection). On the other 
hand, every year the municipalities are invited to report to the national level 
their activities in LA 21: They fill-out a self-evaluation form of innovative 
projects. The evaluation criteria were developed by taking into account the 
objectives of the 1999 National Plan, thus creating a link between the NSDS 
and LA 21 activities. The national level then selects certain projects for a 50-
80 % funding from the budget of the Ministry of Environment. Thus, the 
national level in interested in small, innovative projects. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Inter-departmental Commission of Sustainable Development (ICSD) 
fulfils the role of fostering horizontal integration as laid out in the NSDS. It 
is composed of representatives of each ministry and can, on an ad-hoc basis, 
ask for advice from external experts. 

Participatory arrangements On the basis of a law in relation to the coordination of the national SD 
policy, a High Council for Sustainable Development, acting as a reflection, 
discussion and consultancy body for matters regarding SD was established. 
The regulation of 14 July 2005 defines the composition, organisation and 
functioning of the High Council for Sustainable Development. 

The missions of the Council are: 

• Acting as a discussion forum on SD issues; 
• Proposing research and studies on any topic related to SD; 
• Establishing relationships with similar committees in the EU 



 229 

Member States; 
• Promoting the largest possible participation of public and private 

organisations and the participation of citizens; 
• Expressing views on any measures relating to SD national policy 

taken or planned by the government, especially on the national plan 
for SD and on the execution of Luxembourg’s international 
commitments. 

The Council carries out the above-mentioned missions on its own initiative 
or following a request of the Government. 

The Council consists of 15 members who were chosen according to their 
knowledge, competence and commitment with regard to SD. They act as 
individuals on their own behalf and not as representatives of an organisation 
or association. The members of the Council have various backgrounds, i.e. 
academia, NGOs, trade unions, chambers of commerce, business 
associations and municipalities. 

Implementation measures In 2004, a law on SD was introduced in Luxembourg. It provides a legal 
basis for SD policy-making and also outlines procedures for developing 
National Plans for SD. Additionally, the law refers to SD indicators and the 
monitoring procedures. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

Every two years, a national report on the implementation of the NSDS is 
published by the ICSD. The report, based on the list of indicators, describes 
the current situation in terms of SD, and draws relevant conclusions from 
successes and failures in the implementation of the NSDS. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

A set of 59 indicators linked to the three pillars of SD was outlined in the 
1999 NSDS. In 2002, a set of 27 indicators was presented in the indicator 
report ‘Indicateurs de Développement Durable pour le Luxembourg’, 
specifying 9 indicators for each of the three pillars, respectively. An updated 
report, ‘Indicateurs mis à jour en 2006’, was published in 2006. 
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Malta 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was approved by the Cabinet of Ministers in December 2007. 

Responsibility for the coordination and implementation of the NSDS lies 
with the Office of the Prime Minister.  

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS includes four main objectives: 

• Managing the environment and resources 
• Promoting sustainable economic development 
• Fostering sustainable communities 
• Cross-cutting strategic issues 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

Generally, the structure for SD policy-making is very centralised in Malta. 
The main reason for this is that local authorities have limited responsibilities 
and also lack resources (technical, financial, etc).  

Regarding preparation of the NSDS, representatives of the local level 
participate in the National Commission for SD that was responsible for 
drafting the NSDS. The NCSD organised some targeted workshops with 
stakeholders (including local authorities) and a national conference. 
Moreover, the members of the NCSD commented upon the draft NSDS. The 
Association of Local Councils also established a focal point what was in 
permanent contact with the NCSD. Therefore, the local authorities were kept 
informed about the drafting of the NSDS and could provide comments. 

Regarding implementation, the major responsibility lies with the national 
level. There will be coordination with local authorities by the various 
sectoral ministries. However, no general coordination between the national 
and sub-national level on NSDS implementation will be established. 

There are very few LA 21 initiatives on the local level. The NSDS, however, 
formulated the objective to push local authorities to create LA 21 initiatives. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The National Commission for Sustainable Development (NCSD) has the 
objective of ensuring that Government ministries and other state bodies carry 
out their responsibilities in implementing the NSDS. The Commission is 
either chaired by the Prime Minister or the Ministry of Environment. The 
NCSD includes representatives of all Government ministries.  

For the implementation, a Commissioner for SD will be appointed. The 
Office of the Commissioner for SD will be located in the Office of the Prime 
Minister.  

Participatory arrangements The NCSD was established by the Environmental Protection Act in 2001. 
The main objectives of the NCSD are to prepare the NSDS, advocate SD 
across all sectors of Malta, review progress in the achievement of SD, build 
consensus on action needed to achieve further progress and identify any 
relevant process which may undermine the achievement of SD. 

The NCSD embarked on a wide consultation process that was launched with 
a national conference in April 2004. Besides the general public, major 
stakeholders were invited to discuss and provide feedback on the various 
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sectoral issues exposed in the NSDS. Following this conference, continuous 
consultations meetings were held with major stakeholders were held, 
including NGOs, trade unions, national authorities, representatives of 
industry, tourism, transport, etc.  

Implementation measures For the implementation of the NSDS, the Office of the Commissioner of SD 
will be established in the Prime Minister’s Office. This office will be 
responsible for coordinating implementation measures of all Government 
ministries. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

Monitoring and evaluation of NSDS lies within the responsibility of the 
NCSD. Additionally, annual conferences with the participation of major 
stakeholders should be organised in order to critically evaluate the progress 
on SD, and a report of the conference should be presented to the Prime 
Minister. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The NSDS includes a set of 24 indicators which are referred to as ‘headline 
indicators’. The indicators are grouped according to the top-level goals 
outlined in the NSDS (these are the three pillars of SD plus ‘Cross-cutting 
Strategic issues’). Additionally, two of the indicators are associated with the 
implementation of the strategy. 
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Netherlands 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The Action Programme “Sustainable Action” was adopted by the Dutch 
Government in 2003 (only a summary is available in English). The 
programme includes an international strategy (adopted in January 2003) and 
the national strategy (adopted in July 2003). Both parts of the programme 
were adopted by the Government and discussed with Parliament. However, 
the running time of the Action Programme has finished.  

Currently, the Dutch Government is developing a “strategic approach of SD” 
for the whole policy process, i.e. making SD part of all policies. Rather than 
developing an NSDS document, the Government formulated a “Letter to the 
Parliament” for further discussion. The approach comprises the following 
issues: (a) Monitoring report on SD (issued in November 2008) will be 
discussed with the Parliament; (b) Annual SD Report; (c) Communication 
Strategy of the Government will include SD issues; and (d) a National 
Dialogue on SD will be initiated.    

Responsibility lies with the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and 
Environment. 

Main objectives of NSDS The Action Programme included 12 main objectives: 

• Poverty reduction 
• Effective global governance 
• Good global financing structures and trade 
• Good water management and access to clean drinking water 
• Sustainable energy management (clean, reliable, affordable) 
• Health and safety 
• Sustainable agriculture 
• Biodiversity 
• Population (ageing and migration) 
• Sustainable mobility 
• Sustainable production and consumption 
• Knowledge 

Objectives were briefly outlined in an English summary, but no reference to 
regional and local issues was made.  

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

In the preparation of the Action Programme, the sub-national levels were 
involved in an in-depth consultation process together with other 
stakeholders. 

Generally, though, the process of the Action Programme is very much 
focused on the national level and the exchange between the different national 
ministries. There is no separate coordination mechanism for SD between the 
national and sub-national levels. In sectoral policies, there is a stronger 
coordination between the political levels, e.g. in environmental policy, 
transport policy or the Climate Change Strategy. 

In the current process of developing a “strategic approach” of SD, the sub-
national levels have not been involved. 



 233 

There was an extensive support programme for LA21 initiatives, but the 
programme finished some 6-7 years ago. There are, however, some 
programmes at the sub-national levels that are linked to the national Action 
Programme:  

First, the “Learning for SD” programme (initiated 2003/2004) is important. 
Although initiated by the national level as a mutual learning process with a 
focus on change in society, education and government, there are coordinators 
of the programme in each of the provinces. Moreover, many provinces 
developed their own action programmes and are very active. The whole 
programme is linked to the national Action Programme. 

Moreover, there is a “Transition Management” which is linked to the 
National Environmental Policy Programme (NEPP 4). It is about bringing 
change in several SD related topics (e.g. energy, transport, etc) with the 
involvement of stakeholders. By addressing practical issues in relation to 
SD, local authorities play an important role in this programme. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Coordination at the national level is addressed by the “Contact Persons 
Group” (CPO) that is composed of representatives from eight ministries. The 
CPO meets regularly and has the overall responsibility of preparing and 
implementing the SD Action Plan. 

An additional coordination mechanism for SD policy-making is provided by 
the monthly meetings of five ministries (Environment, Economic Affairs, 
Transport, Agriculture and Foreign Affairs) that should coordinate the 
transition process for SD. 

A number of initiatives should increase policy coherence and horizontal 
integration: 

• Every ministry in its financial statement for the coming years has to 
explain how it will take account of the different dimensions of SD 
in preparing and implementing its policies. 

• A closer examination of two policy fields (e.g. environmental and 
economy) should be performed to see if a closer integration creates 
added value. 

• The national Government prepared a sustainable impact assessment 
methodology for major investments and new policy initiatives. 

Participatory arrangements There is no official National Council on Sustainable Development. At the 
national level, several existing Councils advice the Government on issues 
related to SD: 

The “VROM-Raad” (Netherlands Council of Housing, Spatial Planning and 
the Environment) is a multi-stakeholder advisory council, charged with 
advising Government and Parliament on the main aspects of policy with 
regard to SD and on other issues relating to housing, spatial planning and 
environmental management. 

RMNO, the independent and multi-stakeholder Dutch Advisory Council for 
Research on Spatial Planning, Nature and the Environment, has taken an 
active role in SD. RMNO looks at the knowledge component of policy 
development, e.g. promoting the use of scientific insights in new policy and 
channelling the right questions from policy makers to researchers. 

Implementation measures The new “strategic approach” to SD focuses on seven policy fields. In each 
field, concrete measures and targets will be developed. The major objective 
is to intensify the link between environmental, economic and international 
aspects in each field. 

There are several sectoral plans, e.g. Climate Change Strategy, Spatial 
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Planning Strategy (SD issues will be included), etc. 

Besides the inclusion of SD in the financial statements of individual 
ministries, the Ministry of Finance is currently preparing a document that 
will outline how SD can be included in the budget system. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

There is a regular cycle of reporting, review and evaluation: Since the 
approval of ‘Sustainable Action’, a core group of five ministries has worked 
together in drafting annual progress reports to Parliament. In 2003 the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs published the first progress report just on the 
international strategy. The second progress report (2004) was the first 
combined report on both strategies. With almost two years of 
implementation of the international strategy and one year of the national 
strategy, this report provides the first overview of concrete actions and 
appropriations. Over the next years the annual reports (2005 and the draft of 
2006) show more successful implementation. The reports include advancing 
information on the levels of interaction with partners in civil society, indicate 
particular topics that were important in that year and give detailed 
information on progress in illustration programmes and partnerships. 

In autumn 2006, the Ministry of Environment and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs initiated a peer review of the Dutch NSDS which was partially 
financed by the European Commission. Germany, Finland and South Africa 
were selected as peer countries. From each peer country, four experts were 
invited to the peer review team, representing the government, business, 
science and NGOs. During the peer review process, several activities were 
undertaken, including a scoping meeting and interviews with Dutch 
stakeholders. From 1-5 April 2007, a peer review workshop took place in 
which the peer review team discussed relevant issues in-depth with more 
than 80 invited stakeholders. The final peer review report was presented to 
the Minister of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment in June 2007 
and includes 46 recommendations for a new SD framework.  

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

Both the Action Programme and the 2004 progress report do not specify 
indicators. A list of 32 indicators is included in the report ‘Quality and the 
Future: Sustainability Outlook’ that was presented by the Dutch 
Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP) in 2004. However, the 
Netherlands do not yet have a fixed set of SD indicators. 
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Poland 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Polish Government in 2000 (only available in 
Polish).  

In October 2007, it was decided that the NSDS was outdated and a new 
NSDS would be developed. However, no timetable has been set for the 
development of the new NSDS. 

Responsibility lies with the Ministry for Environment.  

Main objectives of NSDS The four main objectives of the NSDS are: 

• Reduction of the gap in the level of development between Poland 
and the highly developed countries 

• Development of a knowledge-based economy 
• Provision of environmental safety and preservation of natural 

environment 
• Protection of cultural heritage 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

There was no system developed for the current NSDS to involve sub-
national levels strategically.  

There is coordination between the national and sub-national levels in 
environmental policy-making that is based on provisions set out in the law. 
Generally, the regions need to take into account the national environmental 
policy when developing environmental plans (including goals and 
principles).  

The involvement of the sub-national levels in the preparation of the new 
NSDS is still unclear. 

There are several LA21 initiatives in Poland. Generally, there is no link 
between the NSDS to the LA21 initiatives. Thus, no coordination exists 
between the national and sub-national level on these activities. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Policy coherence is facilitated by the Council of Ministers, the Commission 
of Regional Policy and Development and several executive committees. 
Therefore, the executive committees play a strong role for horizontal policy 
integration. 

Participatory arrangements The Advisory Board of Sustainable Development was set up in 2002 and 
serves as a consultative body to the Prime Minister on all issues related to 
SD. It is chaired by the Ministry of Environment and includes members from 
the administration and civil society. 

The Polish Academy of Science and the Institute of Sustainable 
Development, a Polish NGO, were consulted when drafting the NSDS. 
However, there was no general consultation process during the formulation 
of the strategy. 

Implementation measures The NSDS developed in 2000 was a “strategy on paper” and did not have 
much influence on the ground. There was no follow-up or monitoring 
structure developed for the NSDS. It is the objective to include a monitoring 
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cycle in the new NSDS. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The first evaluation and feedback on the NSDS was undertaken in 2007 as 
an internal review by the Ministry of the Environment. This evaluation will 
also be the basis for an update of the Polish NSDS which should be in 
accordance with the new EU SDS. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The implementation  of the NSDS objectives is subject to evaluation with 
application of the following measures: 

• Dynamics of economic growth 
• Quality of life 
• Environmental quality and rational resource use 
• Employment measure 
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Portugal 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted in December 2006 (only available in Portuguese). 

Responsibility lies with the Ministry for Environment, Spatial Planning and 
Regional Development.  

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS focuses on seven strategic objectives, further broken down into 
priorities and vectors: 

• To prepare Portugal for the “Knowledge Society” 
• Sustained growth, global competitiveness and energy efficiency 
• Environmental improvement and enhancement of the country’s 

heritage 
• Greater fairness, equality of opportunity and social cohesion 
• Improved international connectivity and balanced regional 

development 
• An active role for Portugal in European construction and 

international cooperation. 
• A more efficient and modern public administration 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

Neither local nor regional authorities were directly involved in the 
development of the NSDS. Representatives of local communities participate 
in the National Council for the Environment and Sustainable Development 
(NCESD). 

LA 21 initiatives are rare in Portugal. As of 2005, about 12 per cent of the 
municipalities had an LA 21 process in place, and 2-3 per cent had 
developed local SD plans. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

To provide for an integrated and horizontal implementation, the NSDS 
contains a ‘road map’ that indicates the institutions responsible for each 
measure. The NSDS also makes cross-references to other plans and action 
programmes which have to be reviewed following the new guidelines and 
objectives outlined in the NSDS. 

Participatory arrangements The National Council for the Environment and Sustainable Development 
(NCESD) was established in 1999. Its primary aim is to promote the 
incorporation of environmental, economic and social objectives in decision-
making processes, cooperating in the adoption of new policies and strategies 
for SD strategies and in the adaptation of existing policies and plans. The 
NCESD has 36 members: one quarter is appointed by the Government (most 
often academics) and three quarters by industry, trade unions, environment 
NGOs and local communities. It is in administrative terms linked to the 
Ministry of Environment but has an independent secretariat. The Chairman 
of the NCESD is appointed by the Prime Minister. Since its inception, the 
Council has produced and approved over fifty opinions, comments or 
reflections, published in three volumes together with its activity reports, 
under the aegis of the Portuguese Parliament. 

Several stakeholder groups were involved in awareness raising campaigns 
for SD, particularly schools, local authorities and the general public. 
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Moreover, public participation also takes place in LA 21 initiatives by local 
authorities.  

Implementation measures In addition to the NSDS, an implementation plan (IP-NSDS) was developed, 
including indicators for monitoring purposes. 

The main aim of the NSDS is to provide tools to assess and report on 
development towards achieving SD. This system aims to contribute to an 
improved management of environmental, economic, social and institutional 
performance, and to make the processes of assembling and exchanging 
information on the environment and SD more efficient. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The current NSDS proposes a review of the strategy every three years and 
annual progress reports.  

Follow-up and monitoring of NSDS implementation will be undertaken on a 
technical level by an operational working group and coordinated by the 
Coordination Office of the Lisbon Strategy and Technology Plan. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

A body of work has been undertaken in Portugal in the area of sustainability 
indicators, including the “Proposal for a Sustainable Development System”, 
begun in 1997. The methodology was then discussed in-depth and revised, 
giving rise to a consolidated document later updated in 2007, the 
“Sustainable Development System” (SDS).  
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Romania 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The first NSDS adopted by the Romanian Government in 1999. 

A revision process of the NSDS was started. The revised NSDS was finished 
in mid-September 2008 and officially launched on 16 December 2008, 
covering the period 2009-13. 

Responsibility lies with the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable 
Management.  

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS includes four main objectives: 

• Public health 
• Education 
• Economic growth 
• Conservation of energy resources 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

An LA 21 project was launched by the UNDP. Its aim was to translate the 
strategic goals and objectives of the NSDS down to the local level by 
encouraging communities to create their own Local Sustainable 
Development Strategies. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The National Centre for Sustainable Development (NCSD) was established 
in 1997. The NCSD is an independent organisation, but is recognised by the 
Romanian Government as the main institution regarding SD competencies in 
the country. Its mandate is to identify the SD priorities of Romania and to 
address them at both national and local levels. NCSD promotes human 
resource capacity-building and facilitates intra- and inter-sectoral integration 
of national SD debates. 

In 2006, the “Inter-ministerial Commission for the elaboration of the SD 
Strategy” was established and involves representatives of all ministries. 
Following the recent restructuring of the Government (April 2007) the task 
of coordinating this process has been transferred from the Ministry of 
European Integration to the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable 
Management (MMDD). Moreover, the General Directorate for Sustainable 
Development (GDSD) has been recently created with the responsibility to 
coordinate the activity of other ministries in relation to the revision of the 
NSDS. 

Participatory arrangements The creation of the NSDS was not regarded as an end in itself. To not only 
foster top-down NSDS processes, LA 21 projects were initiated with the 
support of the UNDP. Currently, approximately 33 communities have 
completed or are in the process of completing Local SD Strategies. 

The NSDS points out that in order to implement the objectives, policies and 
mechanisms initiated by the Government in the "Agenda 21", the 
involvement of all social groups is necessary. Women, young people and 
NGOs are specifically mentioned in a sub-chapter and their contribution to 
SD is highlighted. 
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Implementation measures The current mechanism of revising the NSDS will be further enhanced to 
cover aspects related to the implementation and monitoring of results. The 
National Centre for Sustainable Development will be restructured in order to 
actively administer the implementation process together with MMDD and its 
General Directorate for Sustainable Development.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

In September 2006, the process for revising the current NSDS was launched. 
It was planned to complete the revision process by the end of 2008. The 
revised NSDS covers the 2009-2013 period. This will allow to harmonise the 
provisions of the NSDS with the provisions of other strategic documents 
(e.g. National Development Plan, Strategic Operations Programme) which 
are created for the period 2007-2013. The subsequent revised strategies and 
action plans will have the same timetables as the EU programming periods to 
guarantee a parallel monitoring of progress, also with the new National 
Development Plan and Strategic Operational Programmes. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

In 1998, the concept of SD was quite new in Romania. Thus, the Romanian 
NSDS was mainly aimed to introduce SD rather than specifying detailed 
objectives, actions and indicators. As a consequence, the NSDS only 
specifies some 13 preliminary indicators. Today, the set of SDIs is still valid, 
but work to expand the current set of indicators is ongoing. The aim is to 
bring the SD indicators in line with the indicators developed by Eurostat. 
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Slovakia 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Slovak Government in 2001.  

Currently, there are no plans to revise the NSDS, but a revision may be 
considered in 2010. 

Responsibility lies with the Government Office of Slovakia.  

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS includes 10 long-term priorities and 28 strategic objectives. The 
long-term priorities are: 

• Developed democratic country 
• Modern state and system of public administration 
• Highly-developed civic society 
• Social solidarity and social protection 
• Balanced territorial development 
• High quality of human and social resources 
• New model of economy 
• High quality of the environment, protection and rational use of 

natural resources 
• Assurance of life and safety for citizens, existence and functioning 

of the state 
• Application of fundamental interests of the Slovak Republic 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

During the preparation of the NSDS, the local level was involved via the two 
Associations of Local Authorities (one for cities, the other one for 
municipalities). Representatives of the Associations participated in working 
groups that also involved other stakeholder groups. The regional self-
governments did not exist at the time of NSDS preparation. 

Regarding implementation, there is no direct link between the NSDS and the 
activities at the sub-national levels. Policy-making is generally undertaken 
through regulations and rules. Several other sub-national activities and 
projects are done in the context of EU and UN resources. These activities 
sometimes contribute to the implementation of NSDS objectives; however, 
no strategic link to or coordination with the NSDS is made. 

The Government Council for SD formally also involves representatives of 
the self-government bodies. However, there were no meetings of this 
Council in the last 2-3 years, thus it is not an active council. 

LA21 initiatives exist on the municipal level. However, there is no formal or 
institutionalised link between the NSDS and LA21 activities. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Government Council for Sustainable Development, originally 
established in 1999, gained new statutory rights in 2004. However, the 
Council has not convened any meetings over the last 2-3 years. Therefore, it 
is not an active body. 

Generally, the Council is a coordinating, advisory and initiating body of the 
Slovak Government for issues related to Agenda 21, the Millennium 
Development Goals, the Johannesburg implementation plan and policies of 
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the EU, especially initiatives and programmes supporting SD policies. The 
Council is chaired by the Deputy Vice-Minister for European Affairs; the 
Minister of Environment acts as the vice-chair. Members of the Council 
included ministers of key sector.  

The Council established “expert committees for SD”, consisting of experts 
from the academic community, self-government, trade unions and employers 
associations, representatives of state government bodies, etc.  

Participatory arrangements The NSDS was developed by a bottom-up process based on a broad public 
consultation process that involved over 200 experts. The consultation 
process was coordinated by a steering committee. 

Implementation measures The Slovak Republic Action Plan for Sustainable Development (APSD), 
covering the years 2005 – 2010, defines the priorities and responsibilities 
resulting from the NSDS. The Action Plan determines 14 objectives which 
guide the individual ministries. These objectives are related to measurable 
indicators, targets, responsibilities for their admission and ways of financing. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

Progress about implementation of objectives defined in the NSSD and 
Action Plan on SD is submitted to the Government once every year. The 
progress reports are submitted by individual ministries on the basis of 
indicators. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The current NSDS formulates 10 'long-term priorities' and 71 indicators. 
Every year in March, an evaluation based on the indicators formulated in the 
NSDS is undertaken. 
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Slovenia 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS Slovenia's Development Strategy was adopted by the Government in 2005 
and includes all three dimensions of SD. It is therefore also understood as the 
country’s NSDS.  

A revision of the Development Strategy is planned with the involvement of 
the National Council for Sustainable Development (NCSD). The revision of 
the strategy was undertaken as a “scenario-building exercise” between April-
June 2008 with the support of an external international consultancy to 
moderate the process. The main objective is to identify gaps of the current 
strategy and reach a consensus about priority measures for the future. A 
report about the revision process was submitted to the Government in June 
2008. A revised NSDS is planned by the Government for 2009. 

Responsible is the Government Office for Growth.  

Main objectives of NSDS The Development Strategy includes five main objectives: 

• Competitive economy and faster economic growth 
• Knowledge-based economy and quality jobs 
• Efficient and less costly state 
• Modern social state and higher employment 
• Integration of measures to achieve sustainable development 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

In the preparation of the NSDS, the National Council for Sustainable 
Development (NCSD) was involved. Two representatives of the sub-national 
levels participate in the NCSD. The NCSD organised five topic-specific 
discussions,  one with regional and local representatives. 

As for the revision of the NSDS, the NCSD is the umbrella body for the 
“scenario-building exercise”. A steering committee guides the process and 
also includes representatives of the sub-national levels.  

Regarding implementation, the Structural Funds/Cohesion Funds were the 
main focus of Slovenia. In this context, SD was addressed in regional 
development programmes. There is an ad-hoc involvement of regional 
bodies in this process, mainly in cohesion fund programming.  

Generally, there is a link between the objectives of the NSDS and the 
regional programmes. On the one hand, this is fostered by a coordination 
mechanism in the Office for Regional Development in the Government that 
coordinates multi-level governance issues with the NCSD and the Regional 
Development Councils. On the other hand, a decree that is mandatory for all 
political levels outlines that in development policy, the principles of the 
NSDS need to be taken into account (Art. 3). Another article defines the 
context of a development plan and refers to SEA and policy coherence in 
establishment of the plan. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

Inter-ministerial coordination was established during the preparation of the 
NSDS. Moreover, the National Council for SD (NCSD) fosters cross-
sectoral coordination.  

Participatory arrangements During the preparation of the NSDS, several workshops with the 
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participation of various stakeholder groups discussed the drafts. The 
discussions, workshops and close inter-ministerial co-ordination resulted in 
the Draft Strategy that the Government adopted as the proposal for public 
debate. Public debate started with a consultation meeting held by the Prime 
Minister. The participants were representatives of business, science, culture 
and other social stakeholders. 

Moreover, the NCSD organised five topic-specific discussions with 
individual groups of societal stakeholders (employers, employees, non-
governmental organisations, social activities, regional and local interests). 

According to the Government decision of 14 June 2007, the NCSD is 
chaired by the Minister of the Government Office for Growth and co-chaired 
by the Minister of Environment and Spatial Planning and by the Minister of 
Local Government and Regional Policy. It is composed of 34 members, 
comprising 9 representatives of Government offices and 25 representatives 
of civil society. 

Implementation measures The operational programmes in cohesion policy provide guidance for 
implementation.  

Furthermore, the Natura 2000 operational programmes are very important as 
large parts of the country qualify for Natura. The programmes can be 
understood as road maps for the adoption and management of protected 
areas.  

There are also several action plans and Government plans, e.g. Action Plan 
for Energy Efficiency and the Public Procurement Action Plan. They 
formulate clear measures for action in line with the objectives of NSDS. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The implementation of the NSDS is monitored in the form of a Development 
Report that is annually prepared by the Institute of Macroeconomic Analysis 
and Development and adopted by the Government of the Republic of 
Slovenia as a guideline for formulation of national economic and 
development policy. The Development Report 2007 contains the first 
findings regarding the implementation of strategic guidelines of the initial 
NSDS period.  

The Development Report 2007 is divided into two parts: Part I presents an 
overview of the NSDS implementation for the five main objectives; part II 
documents the progress in detail by means of indicators of Slovenia's 
development. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The findings in the Development Report 2007 are mainly based on the 
results obtained through the set of indicators that was designed to monitor 
development. The set of indicators largely corresponds to the set of 71 
indicators applied in 2006, although it has been extended in some areas. The 
analysis in the Development Report 2007 is based on the official statistical 
data of domestic and foreign institutions that were available by the end of 
January 2007. In the analyses, a comparison of Slovenia with other EU 
Member States is made. 
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Spain 
 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The NSDS was adopted by the Council of Ministers in November 2007. It 
was developed by the Economic Department of the Prime Minister’s Office 
with the participation of other ministries.  

Responsibility lies with the Ministry of Environment.  

Main objectives of NSDS The three major areas of the NSDS include a total of six objectives:  

Environmental sustainability: 

• Sustainable production and consumption 
• Addressing climate change issues 
• Conservation and management of natural resources and urban 

planning 

Social sustainability: 

• Employment, social cohesion and poverty 
• Public health and dependence 

Global sustainability: 

• International cooperation for SD 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

The first draft of the NSDS (prepared by a working group consisting of all 
government ministries) was distributed to the regional authorities for 
comments and feedback. Moreover, the NSDS was discussed with regional 
representatives in the so-called “Sectoral Conferences” in which the national 
and regional level discuss sectoral policy issues. However, regions seemed 
not very concerned about the NSDS and comments were sparse. 

Regional representatives were also invited and participated in the 
“Conference on Sustainable Development” which was held in July 2007. 
Several stakeholder groups participated and discussed in working groups 
various dimensions of the NSDS. Many comments were received during this 
conference which were than included in the NSDS. 

Every sectoral policy is coordinated by the Government. There is also 
coordination between the national and regional levels – agreements are 
signed in those areas for which the regions have implementation 
responsibilities. The main concern here is to include environmental issues in 
sectoral policies.  

So far, no formal body for the coordination between the national and sub-
national level has been established (there is no National Council for SD). 
Regarding future developments, the general elections in March 2008 are 
important. 

Several regions have developed their own regional SD strategies, some well 
before the NSDS approval. Generally, regions draw up their SD strategies 
independently. Currently, four regional SD strategies have been approved: 
the Basque Country, Castilla y León, Andalucía and Galicia. Some others are 
already under discussion: La Rioja, Valencia, Castilla-La Mancha and 
Cataluña. Regions mainly include their own particular circumstances. 
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However, they now need to take into account the NSDS and also the EU 
SDS objectives. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

The Spanish NSDS was elaborated through the coordination of all 
Government ministries led by the Inter-Ministerial Commission for the 
Coordination of the NSDS. 

Participatory arrangements Public participation in the preparation of the NSDS was mainly organised in 
the form of the “Conference on Sustainable Development” that was 
convened within the CAMA (Environmental Advisory Council), which is 
made up of 18 organisations representing civil society. The conference took 
place on three days in July 2007. 

So far, there is no National Council for Sustainable Development in Spain. 

Implementation measures --- 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

NSDS implementation will be continuously reviewed in the future. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The NSDS includes a set of 74 indicators for monitoring. 
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Sweden 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The very first SD strategy in Sweden was published in 1994 to implement 
the results of the Rio Conference. The next NSDS was prepared in 2002. The 
revised NSDS was adopted by the Swedish Government in 2004. A further 
revision of the NSDS was undertaken in 2006 and also adopted by the 
Government.  

Responsibility for coordinating the NSDS process lies with the Ministry of 
Environment. 

Main objectives of NSDS The 2006 elaboration of the NSDS includes the eight main objectives: 

• Building sustainable communities 
• Encouraging good health 
• Meeting demographic challenges 
• Encouraging sustainable growth 
• Participation in the implementation of the NSDS 
• Leadership and responsibility 
• Coordination and inter-sectoral cooperation 
• Tools 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

For the 2002 NSDS, “reference groups” were established. These groups – 
which involved a number of different stakeholders, including sub-national 
representatives – discussed the NSDS and made suggestions. Both the 2004 
NSDS revision and the further NSDS elaboration in 2006 did not apply a 
broad stakeholder consultation process, but were mainly developed as 
cooperation between the Government ministries.  

Regarding implementation, there is currently no formalised coordination 
mechanism between the national and the sub-national levels. The Council for 
SD, which existed between 2005 – 2007, was an important platform for the 
link between the different political levels. The Council ceased to exist in 
early 2007. It had about 12 members, including one representative of the 
sub-national levels. The Council organised seminars and regular exchange 
between the different political levels.  

The Commission for SD which replaced the Council, however, did not take 
up its work in linking the political levels. There is no final work programme 
of the Commission as of yet; in the first year they focused on climate 
change. The sub-national levels are not represented in the Commission.  

National conferences, the so-called “Envision” conferences, take place 
biannually. They are organised by the Ministry of Environment in 
cooperation with the Association of Municipalities and other sub-national 
stakeholders. This is an exchange platform and a possibility for cooperation 
between the political levels. 

There was some coordination and cooperation between the political levels in 
the development of the SD indicators set. A “reference group” was 
established with important stakeholders to define meaningful indicators. The 
main objective is that the indicators can be used on the local level, i.e. SD 
indicators measure the SD activities of local authorities in order to compare 
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them (benchmarking).  

There is also coordination in the “Environment Quality Objectives” 
(Government Bill from 2004) which outline long-time environmental policy 
objectives. The objectives were developed by the Government and are 
related to the NSDS objectives. This is an action plan with concrete 
measures that are broken down for the sub-national levels. The sub-national 
levels are important for the implementation of the objectives. 

There was a National Committee for LA21, but it ceased its operation in 
2004. This committee guaranteed a link between LA21 and the NSDS. 
Currently, there are still municipalities that work on LA21 initiatives. Many, 
however, develop more comprehensive SD strategies. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

In December 2003, the Coordination Unit for SD was established. This 
Coordination Unit ceased to exist in early 2007. Its task was to coordinate 
SD within the Government Offices, function as a think-tank and promote the 
further development of the NSDS. Currently, the Ministry of Environment is 
mainly responsible for coordinating SD issues within the Government.  

The revised NSDS was prepared by a special Coordination Unit for SD in 
cooperation with a cross-departmental working group. 

All ministries are involved in the implementation of the NSDS. 

Participatory arrangements The Swedish Council for Sustainable Development was established in 
January 2005 as a part of the National Board of Housing, Building and 
Planning and ceased to operate in early 2007. It was a national governmental 
agency that acted as a driving force for local and regional work towards SD. 
The Council fostered cooperation, encouraged public discussion on SD and 
communicated experiences and best practices. 

The Council was replaced by the Commission on Sustainable Development 
that was set up in March 2007 by the Swedish Government as an advisory 
body. The Commission is chaired by the Swedish Prime Minister and 
members include representatives from politics, the business sector, 
independent organisations and the research community. The Commission on 
SD serves as a forum for discussion, analysis and dialogue and should, 
therefore, stimulate broader discussion in the society on SD. Climate change 
is the major focus in the first year of the Commission. Generally, the 
Commission intends to support the NSDS process, the EU SDS, 
international cooperation on SD and the preparation of Sweden's Presidency 
of the EU in the second half of 2009. 

Implementation measures Generally, there is a good integration of SD issues in all sectoral policies. 
Several action plans and sectoral strategies exist that include SD to a certain 
degree.  

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The first revision of the NSDS from 2002 took place between October 2003 
and April 2004. The revised 2004 NSDS is, however, not a review in the 
“normal” sense, but more an update that prioritises objectives. In March 
2006, the Government presented an elaboration of the 2004 NSDS. This 
revised strategy also presents a series of indicators for SD, including 12 
headline indicators.  

Sweden was a peer country in the peer review process of the Norwegian 
NSDS that took part between October 2006 and March 2007.  

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The 2006 elaboration of the NSDS formulates a set of 91 SD indicators. The 
indicator set, which comprises 12 headline indicators, is structured around 
six thematic areas and has been developed on the basis of work by Statistics 
Sweden. 

The measures announced as part of the NSDS will be regularly monitored 
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and reported. For instance, the Government plans to conduct a follow-up 
halfway through the initiative. The set of indicators presented in the NSDS 
elaboration will serve as a tool for the follow-up. 
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United Kingdom 

 

 

 

NSDS Country Profile 

Basic information on NSDS The UK first developed an NSDS in 1994, after the Rio 1992 conference and 
the adoption of Agenda 21. A revision of the NSDS was published in 1999. 
The current NSDS was approved by the UK Government in 2005, building 
on the 1999 SD strategy.^< 

Responsibility lies with the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (DEFRA). 

An SD strategy for Scotland was approved in 2005 by the Scottish 
Executive; the Welsh SD Action Plan was adopted in 2004 by the Welsh 
Assembly Government; and an SD strategy for Northern Ireland was 
approved in 2006. 

In 2005, a shared framework for SD in the UK was published, including 
common goals and challenges for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. 

Main objectives of NSDS The NSDS of 2005 includes six main objectives: 

• Sustainable consumption and production 
• Climate change and energy 
• Natural resource protection and environmental enhancement 
• Sustainable communities 
• International action  
• Helping people make better choices 

Involvement of sub-national 
levels in NSDS processes 

There are important links between the NSDS and the activities on the sub-
national level. The NSDS objectives have to be taken into account in all sub-
national strategies and plans. Generally, the UK has set up a multi-level 
governance system for SD in which each political level has to contribute to 
achieve the NSDS objectives, i.e. streamline the NSDS objectives on the 
sub-national levels.  

For the preparation of the NSDS 2005, consultation packs for the regional 
bodies were developed by the Government, including documents and 
specific questions. There was also funding provided for the regions to 
organise consultation events involving many stakeholder groups from the 
regions. These so-called “regional SD dialogues” provided feedback to the 
Government. Each region then put together a response in the NSDS 
consultation phase. The NSDS 2005 includes a section on regional issues 
and delivery on the regional level. 

Consultation packs were also designed for the local levels in order to provide 
feedback on the NSDS. Moreover, the Minister of Environment wrote a 
letter to the municipalities, inviting them to provide comments on the NSDS 
– comments could be submitted via a website or in written form. Advisory 
groups for local government (including representatives from local councils, 
local representatives on the national level, ministries, etc) defined issues and 
barriers for delivering SD on the local level. These advisory groups also 
developed consensus on a number of SD issues that could be delivered on 
the local level.  
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Regarding implementation of the NSDS 2005: In the NSDS process, regions 
are an important level for delivering objectives. Generally, it is important to 
embed SD into the three regional planning documents: (i) Regional Spatial 
Strategy, (ii) Regional Economic Strategy, (iii) Regional SD Frameworks. 
The Regional SD Frameworks are used as tool to include SD in the other two 
plans. For developing the Frameworks, guidance from the Government was 
provided. Additionally, all three regional bodies (Regional Development 
Agencies, Regional Assemblies, Government Offices in the Regions) deliver 
SD issues and apply performances measures which include SD. What is 
more, several guidance documents for the regions have been produced by the 
Government. The main objective is to set out a strategic framework on the 
sub-national level to deliver the objectives formulate in the NSDS.  

There are also “SD Partnerships” on the regional level, i.e. round tables that 
include various stakeholders. They are kind of “mini-SD Commissions” that 
aim to establish consensus about SD on the regional level.  

Local authorities have a statutory duty to develop “SD Community 
Strategies” that set out quality of life and SD issues. The Government also 
provides guidance for these strategies. A draft version was released in 
November 2007 and a final version will be published in summer 2008. 
Moreover, in the auditing of local authorities (undertaken by the 
Government) SD issues are included.  

LA21 initiatives are regarded by the Government as mainly local activities. 
However, they need to be included in the SD Community Strategies to create 
a link between the national objectives and the local activities. 

Mechanisms for horizontal 
policy integration 

There are several coordination mechanisms that facilitate horizontal 
integration in the UK: 

First, a new Cabinet Committee structure was announced in July 2007. In 
this committee structure the main committee relevant to SD is the 
Environment and Energy sub-committee of the Economic Development 
Committee. Its remit is to consider international and domestic policy on 
environment and energy issues; and report as necessary to the Committee on 
Economic Development and the Committee on National Security, 
International Relations and Development. 

The second coordination mechanism are the SD Task Forces, established by 
the State Secretary for Environment in 2002. Government Task Forces are 
set up in order to bring together officials, and often ministers from across 
Government, in order to generate action on a particular issue of SD. Task 
forces regularly involve the input of private and voluntary sector workers 
who have specific expertise on a particular subject. Currently, there are 
seven such Task Forces in operation. 

Third, all Government ministries produced SD action plans until the end of 
2006 that identify some of their high level contributions to delivering the 
NSDS. 

Participatory arrangements The development of the current NSDS brought in contributors from across 
Government ministries and stakeholders from all sectors and a broad range 
of interest groups. A very broad public consultation exercise took place that 
made use, amongst others, of web-based approaches and structured 
workshops, including at regional and local level. 

The UK Sustainable Development Commission (SDC) was established in 
2000, replacing the British Governmental Panel on SD and the UK Round 
Table on SD, both created in 1994. The SDC is an independent advisory 
body that is composed of 22 persons drawn from business, NGOs, the 
devolved administrations and academia, nominated and appointed on a 
personal basis. 
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In April 2006, the SDC officially took on the role as an SD ‘watchdog’, 
reporting to the Prime Minister about the progress on implementing NSDS 
objectives. 

Implementation measures Each key Government ministry has identified some of their high level 
contributions to delivering NSDS in the form of SD action plans.  

Moreover, the SD principle underpins all Government spending. In the 
spending review, the Treasury ensures that all ministries include SD issues in 
their spending. In the new state budget, which will be presented in March 
2008, SD issues will be included, e.g. environmental taxes, environmental 
incentives, etc. 

Review and evaluation  
mechanisms  

The Department of Environment, Food and Agriculture (DEFRA) has the 
lead responsibility for monitoring, reporting and reviewing the process made 
towards the objectives set out in the NSDS.  

The UK Sustainable Development Commission (SDC) is the UK 
Government's independent advisory body on SD. It has published reports on 
the previous UK NSDS (from 1999), such as a review of the NSDS for the 
period 1999-2004 and the assessment of progress against the headline 
indicators. 

The UK has participated in peer reviews of strategies, including one of the 
French NSDS in 2005 and is currently considering the best timing and 
format for a peer review of its strategy. 

Indicators and monitoring 
practices 

The new NSDS (2005) includes 20 headline indicators that give a broad 
overview of the trends as well as a new set of 68 strategy indicators that is 
more outcome-oriented. In July 2007, an update of the national indicators 
was published in “Sustainable development indicators in your pocket – an 
update of the UK Government Strategy indictors”.  

Regional versions of the UK Government’s SD indicators were first 
published in December 2005 to help provide a perspective of SD in each 
region. They were updated in January 2008. 
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Annex 2 – List of national interview partners (NSDS 
coordinators) 
 
 
Country Name Institution Interview date 

Austria Wolfram Tertschnig Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, 
Environment and Water Management 

29 February 2008 

Belgium Sven Vaneycken Federal Public Planning Service 
Sustainable Development 

29 February 2008 

Cyprus Charalambos Hajipakkos Ministry of Agriculture, Natural 
Resources and Environment 

5 March 2008 

Czech Republic Jaroslava Hlaváčková Government Council on Sustainable 
Development 

28 February 2008 

Denmark Lisbeth Kjersgaaard Ministry of Environment 29 February 2008 

Estonia Keit Kasemets State Chancellery 27 February 2008 

Finland Elina Rautalahti-Miettinen Ministry of Environment 26 February 2008 

France Stéphane Bernaudon & 
Philippe Senna 

Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable 
Development 

5 March 2008 

Germany Jörg Mayer-Ries Ministry for the Environment, Nature 
Conservation and Nuclear Safety 

29 February 2008 

Greece Yorgos Klidonas Ministry of Environment, Spatial 
Planning and Public Works 

25 February 2008 

Ireland James Blake Department of Environment, Heritage and 
Local Government 

27 February 2008 

Italy Paolo Soprano Ministry of Environment, Land and Sea 6 March 2008 

Latvia Janis Zaloksnis30 Ministry of Environment 13 March 2008 

Lithuania Evaldas Vebra Ministry of Environment 26 February 2008 

Luxembourg Claude Origer Ministry of Environment 3 March 2008 

Malta Christopher Ciantar Ministry of Rural Affairs and 
Environment 

17 March 2008 

Netherlands Onno van Sandick Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and 
Environment 

7 March 2008 

Poland Agnieszka Szczepinska Ministry of Environment 4 March 2008 

Slovakia František Koločány Government Office 5 March 2008 

Slovenia Marko Hren Government Office for Growth 6 March 2008 

Spain Rafael Marquez Ministry of Environment 28 February 2008 

                                                 
30 Email contact only.  
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Sweden Helen Agren Ministry of Environment 10 March 2008 

UK David Cooper Department of Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs  

27 February 2008 
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Annex 3 – Interview guide for interviews with national interview 
partners 
 
 
Name ______________________________ 
 
Country ____________________________ 
 
Date _______________________________ 
 
 

• Status of sub-national levels (regions, local authorities/municipalities) in the political 
system of your country? Responsible for SD policies? 

 
• Contribution of the sub-national levels in the preparation and implementation of the 

NSDS? 
 

• Links between NSDS and sub-national SD activities (e.g. regional SD 
strategies/policies, LA21, etc)? 

 
• Best practice examples of the contribution of sub-national levels in NSDS processes? 

 
• Experiences of the national level with the involvement of sub-national levels? 

 
• Perceived gaps, challenges and problems in multi-level governance? How could they 

be overcome? 
 

• General on issue on NSDS: Which short-term implementation measures are 
foreseen? 

o Work programmes/action plans outlining concrete measures 
o Sectoral policy plans with concrete measures/targets 
o NSDS objectives considered in the state budget 
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Annex 4 – Interview partners for the country case studies 
 

Austria 
 

Name Region Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Wilhelm Himmel Styria Regional Government 
Office 

Head of Unit Waste and 
Resource Management, SD 
Coordinator of Styria 

30 May 2008 

Günther Humer Upper Austria Regional Government 
Office 

Head of Office Local 
Agenda 21, Academy for 
Environment and Nature, 
SD Coordinator of Upper 
Austria 

27 May 2008 

Bertram 
Meusburger 

Vorarlberg Regional Government 
Office 

Deputy Head of Office for 
Long-term Planning, SD 
Coordinator of Vorarlberg 

20 May 2008 

Thomas Steiner Lower Austria Regional Government 
Office 

SD Coordinator of Lower 
Austria, Department of 
Environmental Economics 
and Planning 

13 May 2008 

 

Czech Republic 
 

Name Region Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Světlana Svitáková - Ministry of the 
Environment 

SD Focal Person 15 May 2008 

Petr Řezníček Pardubice Chrudim Municipal 
Office 

Deputy Mayor 22 May 2008 

Dita Tesařová Vysočina Regional 
Administration Office 

Former Local Agenda 21 / 
Partnership Vysočina 
Coordinator 

24 June 2008 

Tomáš Blažek Vysočina Landscape Association Partner of the network of 
Healthy Cities of the Czech 
Republic and Member of the 
Working Group of the 
Vysočina Region for 
Healthy Cities and Local 
Agenda 21 

19 May 2008 
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Denmark 

 

Name Local 
authority 

Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Mikael Kau Fredrikshavn Energy City 
Fredrikshavn 

Managing Director 10 July 2008 

Thomas Knudsen Lolland Municipality of 
Lolland 

City manager 17 June 2008 

Marie-Louise 
Madsen 

- Local Government 
Denmark 

Department of Technology 
and Environment 

26 June 2008 

 
 

Finland 
 

Name Local 
Authority 

Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Aimo Ahti Kouvola Regional Office of 
the Kouvola Region 

Mayor 9 July 2008 

Matti Lankiniemi Pori Municipality of Pori Environmental Director 28 July 2008 

Ulla Koivusaari, 
Auli Kilpelainen 

- Pirkanmaa Regional 
Environmental 
Centre 

Director, staff 19 August 
2008 

 

Jaana Itälä-Laine, 
Jaana Ojuva 

- Regional Agenda 21 
office for South 
Western Finland 
(formerly) 

Director, staff 21 August 
2008 

 
 

France 
 

Name Local 
Authority 

Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Alexia Roussel Le Havre Municipality of Le 
Havre 

Agenda 21 Project Manager 23 May 2008 

Benoît Lemozit Aurillac Municipality of 
Aurillac 

Agenda 21 Project Manager 22 May 2008 

Pauline Perquis Rillieux-la-
Pape 

Municipality of 
Rillieux La-Pape 

Agenda 21 Project Manager 21 July 2008 

Magalie Bardou - Ministry of Ecology 
and Sustainable 
Development 

National Agenda 21 
Coordinator 

22 July 2008 
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Germany 
 

Name Region Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Günther Lanz Hesse Ministry of 
Environment, Rural 
Affairs and Consumer 
Protection 

Staff Member, Unit for 
General and International 
Environmental Policy 

3 June 2008 

Thorsten Permien Mecklenburg-
Western 
Pomerania 

Ministry of 
Agriculture, 
Environment and 
Consumer 

Deputy Head of Department 
for Sustainable 
Development and Forestry 

10 June 2008 

Volkert Wiesner Lower Saxony Ministry of 
Environment and 
Climate Protection 

Staff Member, Unit for 
Climate Change and 
Sustainable Development, 
SD Coordinator of Lower 
Saxony 

15 May 2008 

 
 

Italy 
 

Name Region Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Cinzia Colangelo Marche Regional 
Government 
Administration 

Staff member of 
Environmental Department 

7 July 2008 

Pietro Novelli Tuscany Directorate General 
of the Regional 
President 

Executive manager of SD in 
local development 

30 July 2008 
(via email) 

 
 

Malta 
 

Name Region Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Jimmy Magro - Local Councils 
Association 

Executive Secretary 12 June 2008 

Christopher Said formerly Nadur 
Local Council 

formerly Nadur 
Local Council 

former member of the 
National Sustainable 
Development Commission 

18 July 2008 

 
 

Slovenia 
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Name Region/ 

Local authority 

Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Lilijana Madjar Ljubljana Urban 
Region 

Regional 
Development Agency 

Director 16 June 2008 

Anton Persak Trzin Municipality of 
Trzin; Association of 
Municipalities and 
Towns of Slovenia 
(SOS) 

Mayor of Trzin & Member 
of SOS 

16 May 2008 

 
 

Spain 
 

Name Region Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Xavier Martí 
Ragué 

Catalunya Generalitat de 
Catalunya, Directorate-
General for 
Environmental Policy 
and Sustainability 

SD policy specialist 19 June 2008 

Ignacio Quintana Basque 
Country 
(Gobierno 
Vasco) 

IHOBE (Publicly 
Owned Environmental 
Management Agency) 

Technical Director 6 July 2008 

Natalie Vera, Luis 
Galan and other 
colleagues 

Aragonia Gobierno de Aragón, 
Gabinete del Consejero 
de Medio Ambiente 

Director 28 July 2008 

 
 

UK 
 

Name Region/ 

Local 
authority 

Institution Position Date of 
interview 

Grant Butterworth Nottingham City Council Head of Service for 
Planning, Transport and 
Intelligent Strategy 

9 June 2008 

Richard Ellis East of 
England 

East of England 
Development Agency 
(EEDA) 

Chair of EEDA & Lead 
Chair for all nine English 
Regional Development 
Agencies on SD issues 

20 May 2008 

Simon Hooton South West of 
England 

South West of England 
Regional Development 
Agency  

Director of Policy and 
Strategy 

23 May 2008 
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Sandra Pell St. 
Edmundsbury  

Borough Council Corporate Director for 
Environment 

29 May 2008 
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Annex 5 – Interview guide for country case studies 
 
 
A. Political-administrative context & actors in multi- level governance system 

1. Which different political-administrative levels exist in your country?  

2. Which political and/or administrative bodies that exist on these levels are responsible for 
SD policy? 

3. What are the general responsibilities for SD policy on the various political-administrative 
levels (i.e. development and/or implementation of policies)? 

• Is SD policy somehow specific in the distribution of competences? 

4. What are the specific responsibilities/competences of your institution in SD policy? 

5. How would you describe the cooperation/exchange with the national level on SD policy 
issues? 

• Is the cooperation: political (i.e. seeking and formulating objectives by political 
representatives); administrative (i.e. technical, preparatory and/or implementation 
work done by administrative staff); or both? 

6. How would you describe the cooperation/exchange with other institutions at the sub-
national level on SD policy issues? 

• Is the cooperation political (i.e. seeking and formulating objectives by political 
representatives), administrative (i.e. technical, preparatory and/or implementation 
work done by administrative staff), or both? 

• Do you have to compete with these institutions (e.g. for resources or 
competences), or are you motivated to cooperate? To what extent? 

 

B. Contribution to NSDS implementation mechanisms: 

1. Could you please briefly describe the mechanism, its purpose and objectives? 

• Which institution initiated the mechanism? 

• When did the mechanism start and when was it finished? 

2. Apart from your institution, which other authorities and other stakeholders are or were 
involved? 

3. What was the frequency/intensity of meetings and other exchanges? 

4. How did your institution become involved in the mechanism? 

5. Could you please shortly describe your concrete involvement/role?  

• Have you been provided with responsibility for specific tasks? 
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6. Did you receive sufficient information on the mechanism in advance – were the 
objectives and your concrete involvement clear from the beginning? 

7. What was the main reason for your involvement?  

• What did you expect from the mechanism? 

8. How much personnel (preparation & participation), financial resources (budget) and time 
(preparation & participation) were necessary for your involvement?  

• Could you devote enough resources to your involvement in the mechanism? If no, 
what support would have been necessary? 

9. Was there enough space and time to bring in your views, interests, objectives, etc? 

10. Who are the other political or administrative actors and/or other stakeholders that you 
cooperate(d) within the mechanism? 

• What are the purposes of this cooperation? 

• Does any communication/cooperation exist outside of the mechanism? 

11. What is your position among the different authorities/stakeholders? To what extent are 
you able to influence decisions or behaviour of others? 

 

C. Outcomes and recommendations 

1. What is your impact on the work/results of the mechanism? 

• Have you contributed to reach any concrete outcomes? 

• Have you influenced the NSDS implementation process, the structure of its 
responsibilities or actors involved? 

• Have you contributed to more effective processes in the mechanism? 

2. Has your cooperation/exchange with the national level on SD policy in general changed 
due to your involvement in the mechanism? 

• Do you think the national level views your needs and capacities differently now 
(or vice versa)? 

3. Has your cooperation/exchange with other stakeholders changed due to your involvement 
in the mechanism? 

4. As a result of the mechanism, did your responsibilities/competences, interests or 
capacities change? 

5. How satisfied are you with the involvement of your institution in the mechanism? 

• What have you gained by being involved? 

6. What were the three most important success factors and challenges of the mechanism? 

7. What would you recommend to other EU Member States who want to apply a similar 
mechanism? 



 Annex 6 – Regional/local issues in NSDS objectives 
 

 

 

Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Dynamic business location • In order to promote the breakthrough of eco-efficient technologies, the 
advantages of a high degree of flexibility, a regional base, a broadly 
diversified range, and a strong market position can be combined through 
joint ventures between small and medium-sized enterprises in the form 
of clusters. 

• With public relations measures, consumers and citizens should be made 
aware of local offers from their region and sustainable products should 
be positioned with the feature “quality of life”. 

Living spaces – protection of 
diversity and quality 

• Apart from the Natura 2000 regions, regionally differentiated 
biodiversity guidelines and regional management concepts must be 
developed and implemented nationwide by the year 2010. 

• Local and Regional Agenda 21 processes must be reinforced and 
promoted as future-oriented, participative strategies by all the relevant 
actors within the scope of their possibilities. 

• Financial transfers and regional subsidisation policies must be reviewed 
critically with a view to sustainable regional development. 

• The aim of regional and economic policy is to establish a regionally 
balanced town-country ratio consisting of functionally independent and 
economically stable rural areas and vital towns without uncontrolled 
growth. Small-scale agglomerations in housing, business and 
infrastructure are to be created and arranged in such a way as to provide 
a system of regional conurbations. 

• In the planning and design of local and regional infrastructure, the 
resulting consumption habits must be taken into consideration. Small-
scale networking, joint use of consumer goods (sharing models), 
multiple use (housing, work, leisure), consideration for the special needs 
of children, the disabled and the elderly, local transport and local supply 
should be to the fore in future urban and landscape planning. 

• Integrated transport, urban and regional planning (e.g. in zoning, in the 
location policy for businesses and in transport policy, etc.) is necessary. 

Responsibility and active role 
on SD in Europe and the 
world 

• In the shaping of a sustainable EU transport policy, Austria will support 
the development and implementation of concrete sustainability targets 
and action programmes for the mobility and transport sector. Thereby, 
the focus of attention should be on sustainable transport in sensitive 
regions and on EU enlargement. 

• The treaty on protection of the Alps, the Alpine Convention, as a model 
for a regional sustainability instrument should be mentioned here as one 
example of Austria’s active commitment and role in negotiations. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective31  

(priority actions) 

Regional and local issues 

Integrating the objectives of 
social inclusion as a part of 
sustainable development 

• As far as social services are concerned, the status of homeless persons 
will be improved through a more liberal granting of installation bonuses. 
Care services will be improved in conjunction with the communities and 
the regions.  

Consumer protection • In conjunction with the communities and all parties involved, the 
Federal Public Planning Service Consumer Protection will launch 
initiatives, including 'les écoles de la consommation', in 2005. These are 
facilities that provide training to consumers, especially the most 
vulnerable ones. Among other things, they allow consumers to acquire 
autonomy and control their consumer choices. 

Decent and affordable housing • The budget allotted to urban policy was revised upwards. Subsidies will 
be distributed differently based on three 'urbanity' criteria, five housing 
criteria and the number of city dwellers, weighed on the basis of the 
evolution of the rental market (90%) and the evolution of real estate 
prices (10%) at the regional level. 

Quality of employment  • In 2006 the Federal Policy Office Social Integration, Poverty and Social 
Economy will evaluate all current professional insertion paths in 
conjunction with the Federal Public Service Employment, Labour and 
Social Dialogue. Special attention will be devoted to the evolution of the 
inserted employees' careers in conjunction with the regions. 

Working beyond the age of 55 • Employment of the elderly should be encouraged. Professional skills 
acquired through work experience should be fully recognised and 
certified. Communities and the regions are in the process of developing 
skills validation systems. 

• Regarding modernising personnel policy, it is essential that clear 
agreements on schooling and training, working conditions and labour 
regulations should be established with and among the social partners 
and the governments of the communities and the regions. 

Improving overall relief • The Minister of Public Health will ask the accreditation steering 
committee of general practitioners to introduce community health 
training that includes all health determinants by 2005. 

• The Ministry for Public Health, Food Chain Safety and Environment 
will improve coordination of existing local-regional primary health care 
structures in accordance with the protocol of 25 July 2001 between the 
Federal Government, the communities and the regions on primary health 
care. This cooperation aims at boosting data exchange in order to 

                                                 
31 In the Federal Plan for Sustainable Development, six main objectives are identified. The main priorities, 
however, are included in 31 ‘priority actions’ linked to the main objectives. Regional and local issues are included 
in various priority actions.  
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improve scientific knowledge and ensure better-founded decisions. 

Quality of food • In order to limit chemical pollution of foodstuffs as much as possible, by 
2005 the Federal Agency for the Safety of the Food Chain (FASFC) will 
set up cooperation with the administrations of the regions and the 
communities in charge of environment and health, aiming at developing 
complementary environmental and nutrition policies that focus on rapid 
tracing and prevention. 

• A first programme aimed at reducing the use and risks of pesticides and 
biocides by 2010 will be set up at the federal level by the end of 2004. 
By 2006 a second national programme will be developed in conjunction 
with the regions and the communities.  

• In 2004, no genetically modified organisms (GMOs) were cultivated in 
Belgium, neither for commercial ends, nor for research purposes. If 
Belgium allowed GMO cultivation, it would have to be governed by 
European measures aimed at protecting the environment and other 
crops. Within its sphere of competence, the Federal Government will 
contribute to the introduction of coexistence measures, which require 
the regions' approval. 

• In cooperation with the national ministries concerned, the regions and 
the communities, the Ministry of Public Health, Food Chain Safety and 
Environment will inform the population on the composition of healthy 
and balanced nutrition as of 2005. 

Striving for better health 
world-wide  

• The Federal Government will take the initiative to organise consultation 
with the many Belgian actors (i.e. federal, regional and community 
governments, provinces, municipalities, civil society, trade unions, etc.) 
with a view to better harmonising their actions, while taking into 
account the actions of foreign actors and international organisations. 

Restricting use of natural 
resources 

• In 2004 the three regions entered into a voluntary agreement with the 
distribution sector in view of boosting alternatives to disposable plastic 
bags. If the results of the voluntary agreement with the distribution 
sector are deemed too poor after 2006, the Federal Government and the 
regions will consider introducing measures aimed at boosting 
alternatives to disposable plastic bags. 

Strategy for sustainable 
products 

• A strategy that encourages the production and consumption of 
sustainable products will be developed in conjunction with the regions 
and the actors involved (sectors, NGOs, consumer organisations, etc.). 

Integrated management of the 
North Sea 

• The many parties involved in the exploitation and protection of the 
marine environment should supply these tools, both at the international 
and federal and the regional levels (competent for sea fishing, coastal 
protection, dredging operations, integrated coastal zone management 
and tourism). 

Sustainable energy policy • In cooperation with the regions, research and development of renewable 
energy sources, cogeneration, fuel cell technology and energy efficient 
technologies will receive maximum support. 

• Also in cooperation with the regions, there will be an examination of the 
tools that could be efficiently used to boost and speed up investments in 
energy efficient technologies, of how the different tools can be better 
coordinated and of how publicity for the different initiatives can be 
raised. In this context, the energy policy agreements that the regions 
concluded with the different sectors should be taken into account. 

• Before the end of 2005, this consultation should result in an action plan 
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comprising the measures of the different policy levels involved. The 
CONCERE/ENOVER group for State-Region energy consultation and 
the National Climate Committee will discuss these measures. Specific 
actions for renewable energy and rational energy use will be included in 
the national climate plan. 

Improving public transport 
services 

• Comprehensive and accessible information on (preferential) rates, 
schedules and routes combining all public transport means will be made 
available. In addition, awareness campaigns should be organised on car 
alternatives (especially for the Regional Express Network). 

• The Consultative Committee of 4 April 2003 adopted the convention 
between the Federal State and the Regions in view of developing the 
Regional Express Network (GENIRER) from, to, in and around 
Brussels. This convention regulates the organisation of public transport 
supply and the accompanying measures. 

• The regional public transport companies are also invited to ensure that 
their infrastructure is accessible to the eldest citizens. 

• For railway traffic to act as a lever towards more sustainable transport, 
the entire network should be preserved; hence, short local connections 
and local trains should not be disinvested in. 

Improving expertise and 
information for mobility 

• The regions and the Federal Government should collaborate in a 
structural manner. A committee consisting of representatives of the 
federal and regional governments, the academic world, the different 
transport sectors as well as civil society will monitor and direct the 
working group's activities. 

Less polluting vehicles • An interdepartmental working group consisting of representatives of the 
competent federal (environment, finance, energy, mobility, science 
policy and public acquisition) and regional governments was established 
in June 2004. It is charged with looking into the most promising 
developments with regard to the use and promotion of less polluting 
vehicles (electric or hybrid engines running on green energy, hydrogen, 
fuel batteries, LPG, natural gas, etc.) 

Need for corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) 

• Examining how the federal initiative with regard to the development of 
a specific "menu" for well-being at work in the different sectors can 
constructively link up with the actions taken by the regions. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Strengthening the 
competitiveness of the 
economy 

• High-quality transport infrastructure, including improvements in the 
unsatisfactory parameters of the transport infrastructure at regional and 
local level. 

Protecting nature, the 
environment, natural 
resources and landscape 

• Support the development of infrastructure for the supply of high-quality 
drinking water and the treatment of municipal waste water. 

• The index of material re-use of municipal waste should reach the 
approved target of 50% by 2010. 

• With regard to spatial planning, to regulate inappropriate urban sprawl 
and, when drafting local plans, to ensure that a larger share is earmarked 
for greenery and rest zones. 

• In strategic planning, to reduce demands in terms of space and 
transportation capacity at the level of the state, regions and 
municipalities. 

• As regards spatial planning procedure, in the context of drafting local 
plans and the Policy of Territorial Development of the Czech Republic, 
to ensure that the preference focuses on the use of brownfields and to 
define the Territorial System of Ecological Stability. 

Strengthening social cohesion 
and stability 

• Remove economic and legal barriers preventing the functioning of a 
housing market and will introduce/create a special sector of social 
housing in co-operation with municipalities. 

• Safeguard the interconnection of health and social care at municipal 
level by establishing a system of integrated community care. 

Research and development, 
education 

• Coordinate the structure of the supply of professional training, with due 
regard for the needs of regions and requirements for the professional 
training of teachers. 

Good governance • Ensure that regions/municipalities are granted a status corresponding to 
their prospective functions in ensuring equilibrium between the pillars 
of sustainable development. 

• Support the creation of conditions, including tax and fiscal instruments, 
which will induce regions to optimise the use of their own resources. 

• Support the development of organic farming, in particular on arable 
land, and the utilisation of local sources of secondary raw materials, and 
the preferential use of renewable sources of energy with maximum use 
of the regions’ potential. 

• Encourage the integration of the Czech regions into European structures. 

• Support the alleviation of regional disparities, mainly through the 
development of local economies of municipalities, cities and micro-
regions and small-sized enterprises, and create conditions for such 
alleviation and thus for the balanced development of the regions and the 
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activation of their internal resources. 

• Encourage the broadest possible involvement of individuals and civic 
initiatives in cultural and art activities, non-professional art activities, 
and care for regions with traditional folklore; at the same time, the 
Government will support cultural diversity in individual regions. 

• Support the implementation of local Agendas 21, including the 
associated funding. 

• Create conditions for the integration of the principles of sustainable 
development into regional development policies. 

• Reinforce the position of self-governing regions in the budgetary system 
of the state, and reinforce the independence of municipalities. 

• Support the Integrated Rescue System’s capacity for action and provide 
professional resources and background for crisis planning, coordination 
and management; ensure the interconnection of crisis management plans 
with regional development plans. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective32 Regional and local issues 

Welfare society and decoupling 
economic growth and 
environmental impacts 

• In order to ensure that as many people of working age as possible are 
given the opportunity of being an active member of the workforce, 
central and local government must provide day care for children and 
care for the elderly. 

Biodiversity and ecosystem 
protection 

• Safeguard the historic environment, including historic traces in the 
landscape and the historic heritage that lives on in rural districts and 
coastal regions. 

• An important element in future initiatives for nature will be to enhance 
local participation and involvement. Municipalities will be more 
involved and dialogue between the public and the authorities will be a 
vital prerequisite for future initiatives. 

Environment and health • Regional and local authorities and water utility companies must now 
implement the groundwater mapping framework and groundwater 
protecting measures to secure clean groundwater in the long term. 

Food production (food safety, 
agriculture and fisheries) 

• Regional protection of the aquatic environment will be enhanced as part 
of the implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive by 
establishing environmental goals for surface water and the groundwater. 

• Livestock farming must be evaluated locally and regionally in the 
context of the sensitivity of nature and the environment. 

Industry, trade and services • Safeguard and improve recreational opportunities for tourists, local 
inhabitants and disabled people, for example by improving access to 
natural areas from housing and holiday areas. 

Transport • Municipalities can utilise the possibilities in the Road Traffic Act to 
strengthen local initiatives for a better urban environment. The Road 
Traffic Act provides examples of possible pilot projects involving 
environmental zones and other initiatives. 

Urban and housing 
development 

• Towns and cities must secure a framework for continued growth and 
they must provide attractive localisation for new businesses. 

Public participation and Local 
Agenda 21 

• Denmark will work internationally to ensure that the principles of the 
Aarhus Convention are employed more extensively [...] in global and 
international negotiations and reflected in global and international 
conventions and legal instruments. 

• Local Agenda 21 activities should be further promoted. 

                                                 
32 The Danish NSDS includes eight main objectives. However, objectives and priorities are also included in five 
cross-cutting, six sectoral and three implementation chapters.  
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Coherent society • Purposeful budgetary policy, including the use of the EU Structural 
Funds. (Regional balance will be increased during the first half of the 
period not only through Estonia’s own specific programmes based on 
budgetary resources but also with financial support from the EU's 26 
regional programmes and the EU Social Fund.) 

• Administrative reform and partnership-based decision-making (for 
achieving the objectives a successful administrative reform is necessary; 
resulting in the creation of larger local government units with a strong 
administrative capacity and budgetary base and functioning in 
cooperation with third sector organisations.) 

• Minimising regional differences and establishing a regional balance in 
the country. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Balance between the use and 
protection of natural resources 

• Innovative and comprehensive approaches to planning will be 
developed and implemented. It is possible to alleviate the adverse 
effects that society and the economy have on nature by means of 
regional and land use planning while simultaneously ensuring the 
subsistence of people who obtain their living from nature. 

• Local production, organic production and the production and marketing 
of fair trade products will be promoted as possible. 

• A method will be created by which the guidelines of the Sami 
Programme for Sustainable Development will be taken into 
consideration in the natural resource policy and land use planning in the 
home region of the Sami people. 

Sustainable communities in a 
sustainable regional structure 

• A polycentric and networked regional structure: create economic 
benefits and secure the availability of urban-like services and functions 
in different parts of the country and, above all, utilise the potential of 
already existing structures and regions. Centres of innovation activity 
and expertise will be created that are strong enough to attract growth 
enterprises and experts from abroad and capable of functioning as hubs 
of a polycentric regional structure. This will require state and municipal 
co-operation concerning infrastructure. 

• Co-operation between municipalities will be developed in order to retain 
and create jobs and a diverse service structure. 

• Regional development will be balanced by means of national and EU 
regional and structural policy. 

• Networking of different parts of the country with regions that straddle 
country borders and are functionally important to them will be 
promoted. For instance, South Finland will be developed as part of the 
operational co-operation region of the Baltic Sea. 

• Functionally diverse and structurally sound communities and a good 
living environment: this includes energy, transport and information 
technology systems as well as water, waste water and waste 
management systems. Social, health and educational services are also 
part of the basic community infrastructure and a functional living 
environment. 

• Land use co-operation between the state and the municipalities and 
regionally between the municipalities will be improved so that the 
existing construction stock, infrastructure and services are utilised in the 
best possible way. 

• The target is to attain functionally diverse and structurally sound 
communities and a good living environment. 

• Ensuring a vital rural region and its services: Diversification of business 
in rural areas is necessary in terms of the use of national finances and 
regional balance. 
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• Existing and new regional production chains and sectoral centres in the 
energy sector can be used to create new opportunities for employment 
and earning income in rural areas. 

• The public sector has an important responsibility in terms of the 
realisation of regional and equal well-being. In order to ensure the 
availability of public services, a national municipal policy will be 
created to handle the balanced development of the municipal economy 
and to level out the differences between municipalities, with the target 
of ensuring good and equal availability of public services throughout the 
country. 

• National community policy will prevent the social segregation of urban 
areas. In rural areas, the importance of local conditions and approach 
models in the production of welfare services will be emphasised. Local 
services include home, health care and family clinic services, schools, 
day care, postal, cultural, youth and physical activity services as well as 
trade. 

• Regional and social equality and environmental impacts will be taken 
into consideration when arranging transport and information society 
services. 

• Cooperation between the municipalities and the state will be increased 
when planning the transport system.  

• The state and municipalities will use public funds to support public 
transport and public transport investments, especially where passenger 
numbers are high. 

Well-being of citizens • Society provides active citizens with equal opportunities for 
independent action, life management, and responsible action in society 
and local communities. 

• Activity centres for the unemployed, clubhouses for mental health 
rehabilitation, and partner and community centres are concrete examples 
of arenas for everyday participation available for people outside 
working life. 

• Structural changes through community and building planning and 
cooperation between industry and other business life will protect 
people’s health while developing and promoting an environment that 
supports a healthy life. 

• At the community level, national inheritance and knowledge of other 
cultures increase stability and tolerance. Retention of cultural diversity 
within Finnish regions must be promoted, and the cultural perspective 
taken into account in all decision-making. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Intergenerational equity • Regional and municipalities are responsible for planning issues and 
should, therefore, take care of resource consumption and land use. 

• The consolidation of the state budget is a national challenge. The federal 
level, regions, municipalities and social security systems should 
contribute to sustainable budgets.  

• Together with the regions, the government will take measures to 
increase the number of people with university qualification and 
professional education. 

Social cohesion • The provisions for day care facilities differ from region to  region. 
Provisions should be increased by regions and municipalities. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Integration of the environment 
in other sectoral policies 

• Greece recently adopted a spatial planning law that will lay down the 
institutional and regulatory framework underlying regional policy and 
infrastructure development. 

• Actions under the NSSD aim to decouple transport emissions from 
growth. They focus inter alia on the extension of public transport 
infrastructure with the promotion of public transportation modules, 
mainly in urban areas (train, metro, tram), as well as on upgrading and 
extending the road network to decrease congestion and increase safety, 
support for environmentally-friendly fuels and technologies, traffic flow 
management as well as measures to regulate the use of private cars. 
Special focus lies on the disadvantaged regions. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Securing sustainable 
development: Better supporting 
structures 

• Regional Authorities will have ongoing responsibility for the 
regionalisation of the Strategy. They will be asked to define regional 
sustainability priorities, recommend appropriate implementation 
mechanisms in the regions, and develop regional sustainability 
indicators. Regional Sustainability Forums will be held in 1997. 

• An Eco-Management and Audit Scheme will be developed for local 
government. 

• Local authorities have a key role as environment protection authorities 
and agents of sustainable development. All local authorities will be 
asked to complete a Local Agenda 21 for their areas by 1998. 

• Sustainable development projects by local authorities and NGOs in 
partnership will be co-funded by a new Environment Partnership Fund. 

Achieving integration: 
Bringing the environment to 
the heart of sectoral 
performance 

• The Code of Good Agricultural Practice to Protect Waters from 
Pollution by Nitrates, launched in July 1996, and including 
recommended Nitrogen application rates, will be promoted by local 
authorities, Teagasc (Irish Agriculture and Food Development 
Authority) and farmer representative associations. 

• Nutrient Management Planning (as now statutorily provided for in the 
Waste Management Act, 1996), will be promoted mandatorily by local 
authorities in areas where the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
water quality data identify agriculture as a significant contributor to 
eutrophication of rivers and lakes. Emphasis will be placed on such 
planning on an individual farms basis and in catchment and regional 
areas. 

• The Minister for the Environment will take new powers in relation to 
forestry control in the next Local Government (Planning and 
Development) Bill to enable planning permission to be required for 
plantations which would not warrant an EIA. 

• Government policy will continue to support and improve public 
transport systems and infrastructure with a view to increasing their 
market share. Efficient, cost-effective and customer focused 
development of the rail network will be supported for its economic, 
social, environmental and regional development benefits. 

• All river cruisers licensed for hire are fitted with appropriate waste 
water storage and pumping facilities. Local authorities and the 
Department will ensure that the complementary shore pumping facilities 
are properly used and maintained. 

• Consideration will be given to the need for controls or restrictions on 
certain unsustainable leisure activities; suitable guidance will be 
provided for local authorities. 

Quality environment: An 
investment in the future 

• New water quality standards will guide EPA and local authorities in 
devising and implementing management strategies to deal with diffuse 
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pollution. 

• The Department of the Environment and local authorities will develop 
and implement a water conservation programme. 

• Waste management policies will aim to achieve: - stabilisation of 
municipal waste arising by 1999, and their reduction by 20% by 2010; - 
diversion of 20% of municipal waste from landfill, by recycling, by 
1999. 

• Regional Authorities will be assigned a role (in line with Better Local 
Government) in setting out strategic planning guidelines for 
development planning by constituent local authorities. 

Human settlements are shaped 
by their environment 

• More sustainable urban development will be promoted by Local Agenda 
21 initiatives by local authorities. 

• Investment under the Urban and Village Renewal Sub-Programme of 
the Local Urban and Rural Development Operational Programme, 1994-
1999, will continue to promote the rejuvenation of towns and villages, 
rehabilitate the built environment and restore and conserve important 
heritage buildings. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Water protection • Limit water pollution both from local and diffuse sources by 
encouraging the employment of the best techniques and environmentally 
friendly technologies available.  

Conservation of biodiversity • Prevent the pervasion of foreign expansive species, to preclude the 
decrease in the number of local wildlife species in the nature by 
determining a favourable protection status to endangered species. 

• Preserve local breeds of cultivated plants and domestic animals. 

Management and reduction of 
waste 

• Develop regional facilities for collection, packaging (or repackaging), 
marking and temporary storage of hazardous waste. 

• Establish regional household waste polygons for the storage of pre-
treated, non-inert, non-hazardous waste in line with ES standards and 
best available technologies, including composting sites. 

Eliminate poverty • Support the measures aimed at fostering the competitiveness of 
companies based in less developed regions. 

• Improve the system of regional transport subsidising. 

Employment • Split the responsibility between the state, municipalities, employees and 
individual regarding the financing of continuous education and the 
providing of lifelong learning. 

Housing policy • Establishment of regional counselling centres for housing management 
and renovation issues.  

• Municipalities shall implement support measures for poor and low-
budget families by granting resettlement benefit for families, which are 
willing to move to apartments with less space. 

• Implementation of the state policy in housing matters with the mediation 
of a public agency and increasing its institutional capacity in regions. 

Energy • With a view to increasing the security of the country, increasing the 
proportion of local energy resources in the total consumption, 
diversifying the suppliers of energy resources, integrating into the 
European markets of energy resources (Baltic Ring). 

• Promote the development of the energy sector in accordance with the 
development of economy as well as to promote equally the economic 
activities in different regions of the country. 

• Promote the use of renewable and local energy resources. 

• Encourage the use of the resources of EU economic and regional 
development funds for the development of the energy sector. 

Transport • Implement the regional road programme in order to decrease regional 
differences. 
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Regional development • Elaborate and implement programmes for improving the entrepreneurial 
situation in planning regions paying special attention to the development 
of the territories of special support. 

• Optimal development model for every region shall be implemented and 
continuously developed promoting a balanced economy. 

• Social development – reducing social segregation, promoting 
employment and improving labour standards, developing regional 
education and knowledge management infrastructure, implementing 
family support and encouraging natality. 

• Administration development – strengthening municipalities, 
encouraging the integration of regions into the international community 
(including project development), inter-regional informative and 
economic links. 

• Create purposeful support policy for the national planning of regions 
(and separate parts of the country). 

• National support according to the regional support map of Latvia. 

Tourism • Elaborate a uniform methodology in tourism resources zoning and 
tourism development in the regionalisation of territories and regions. 

• Develop local tourism.   
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Water • Fulfil the EU requirements in the field of water consumption and 
protection, and secure economic effectiveness of the water sector by 
effective use of state, municipal, private financing and EU structural 
funds. 

Landscape and biological 
diversity 

• To preserve landscape and biological diversity and peculiarities of the 
state and its ethnographic regions, and ensure their rational use. 

• To integrate Lithuanian protected areas into the European ecological 
networks; to designate an ecological network in the Nature Framework 
schemes at the national and regional levels. 

• To promote the importance of landscape, biodiversity and cultural 
heritage conservation and rational use, to increase participation of 
public, municipalities, regional authorities and other social partners. 

• To adopt regional architectural regulations for protected areas, to 
prepare and publish traditional architecture catalogues of ethnic regions. 

• To perform inventory and legitimate green areas of urbanised territories 
and other areas of recreational value; to involve public, municipal and 
regional authorities in the protection and management of these 
territories. 

Waste management • To promote the recycling of local secondary raw materials and private 
capital investments in waste management and recycling. 

• To close landfills those are not in compliance with EU requirements and 
to establish modern regional municipal waste management systems. 

• To promote the importance of waste sorting and handling to the public, 
to expand cooperation between the public, municipal, regional 
authorities and private capital in the field of waste management. 

• To prepare projects on regional household waste management systems 
and initiate their implementation. 

Industry • Enhance use of local renewable resources and recycling of secondary 
raw materials. 

Energy • Expand use of local renewable and waste energy resources. 

• To reduce the country’s dependence on fuel imports, to ensure that 
energy production from local renewable and waste energy resources 
constantly increases and comprises not less than 15% of primary energy 
balance by 2020, and rationally use waste for energy production. 

• Using economic and organisational measures to promote energy 
production from local renewable (wind, solar, geothermal energy, small 
scale hydro energy, biomass) and waste resources, to implement modern 
alternative energy production methods. 
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• To ensure that local renewable and waste energy resources comprise not 
less than 12% in primary energy balance by 2010. 

• To prepare and start implementation of special long-term municipal heat 
sector development plans.  

Agriculture • To reduce the negative impact from organic and mineral fertilisers and 
pesticides on the environment and quality of agricultural production; to 
ensure quality control of local and imported agricultural products. 

Housing • To establish a harmonised system for housing modernisation and 
maintenance involving coordination activities of state, municipal and 
private institutions. 

• To create effectively managed regional water and heat supply, sewage 
discharge and waste management systems with a uniform tariff policy. 

• To create an effectively managed regional water and heat supply, 
sewage discharge and waste management systems with a uniform tariff 
policy. 

Tourism • Develop tourism and recreation in parallel ensuring the preservation of 
natural and cultural peculiarities of the Lithuanian regions, minimisation 
of the negative impact on the environment, positive economic and social 
changes in rural areas. 

• To strengthen a national recreation and tourism support system giving 
priority to the development of ecological, cognitive and remedial 
tourism, promoting this business in regions with different recreation 
potential. 

• To ensure the broader use and potential of protected areas, above all the 
national and regional parks, in order to develop ecological education and 
promote natural and cultural values. 

• To set up regional tourism organisations and information centres 
providing more comprehensive information about the history, natural 
and cultural values of Lithuania. 

• To expand planning and design activities of recreational regions by 
preparing integrated projects for the main potential recreational regions 
with respect to their recreational capacity. 

• To prepare and legitimate regional regulations on the use of recreational 
resources and methods on the assessment of recreational resources. 

Employment • Accelerate the development of economic factors stimulating growth of 
the employment rate and reducing differences between regions. 

• To increase employment opportunities in problematic regions and 
reduce regional differences in the employment and unemployment rates. 

• To prepare and implement the national plans and regional programmes 
for increasing employment. 

• To prepare a mid-term and long-term state and regional prognosis on 
labour market demands and labour market development. 

• To improve the performance of the state and regional administrations 
and its coordination in the implementation of the policy on increasing 
employment. 

Poverty and social exclusion • To overcome regional imbalances in terms of all social development 
aspects. 
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• To better coordinate efforts of state, municipal and non-governmental 
institutions in minimising poverty and social exclusion. 

Education and science • To effectively modernise the education and research infrastructure, 
increase the energy efficiency of buildings, using national, municipal 
and EU financing. 

Preservation of cultural 
identity 

• Preserve and revive Lithuanian cultural identity integrating inherited 
Baltic and general European cultural values, which reflect the identity 
and peculiarities of ethnic regions. 

• To ensure that the use of cultural values is directed towards growth of 
the economy, increase of employment and improvement of 
environmental quality in the regions. 

• To inform the public about remaining cultural values, ethnic 
peculiarities, local traditions through the national and local mass media, 
in order to have broader public and, in particular, youth involvement 
into their protection and preservation. 

• Develop a regional culture policy, protect regional distinctions of the 
cultural heritage. 

• To prepare specific regional cultural heritage protection and 
management programmes as an integral part of regional development 
programmes. 

Regional development • Diminish regional disproportions in life quality and ensure territorially 
differentiated regional development of the country in order to 
thoroughly use regional distinctions and preserve their peculiarities. 

• To reduce differences of major social, economic and life quality 
parameters between regions of the country, giving special attention to 
the development of problematic territories. 

• To ensure territorially differentiated regional development of the 
country, taking into account peculiarities of natural conditions, and the 
current economic, social and environmental state of regions. 

• To form and enforce a hierarchic polycentric network of Lithuanian 
inhabited areas, to preserve and enshrine the regional peculiarity of 
inhabited areas, to rationally regulate concentration-depopulation 
tendencies of inhabitants. 

• To create favourable conditions for the development of self-governance 
and an increase in human resource competence in the regions. 

• To implement regional development plans supporting the development 
of problematic territories. 

• To prepare and periodically revise regional development plans and 
municipal strategic development plans based on sustainable 
development principles. 

• To prepare and implement regional programmes for an increase in the 
employment rate and a reduction of poverty.  

• To implement regional territorial planning measures defined in the 
Master Plan of the Republic of Lithuania. 

• To establish regional waste management systems, to implement 
effective environmental protection measures considering specifics and 
most important environmental problems of regions. 

• To provide more power to regional and municipal authorities, prepare 
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and implement county and municipal staff training programmes. 

• Implement an active regional policy based on sustainable development 
principles, optimise the regional division of the country, strengthen 
regional and municipal institutions. 

• To strengthen the weak links of the inhabited area network, to develop a 
network of state and municipal institutions, form an optimal network of 
inhabited areas and regions. 

• To ensure favourable conditions for investments into the economy of 
least developed regions. 

• To encourage more active public participation in regional and municipal 
management, to develop information infrastructure, create a knowledge-
based society. 

• To establish business information centres in the  least developed 
regions, to promote business incubators, establishment of science and 
technology parks. 

• To establish a system of permanent training of specialists from regional 
and municipal institutions. 

• To develop a network of regional scientific and education institutions, 
implement advanced information and production technologies. 

• To strengthen the administrative capacities of regional institutions in the 
field of sustainable development, increase their independence.  

• To encourage timely preparation of projects in priority fields of regional 
development for financing from EU support funds.  

• To ensure the rational use of regional local natural resources.  

• To encourage territorial planning of the least developed and specific 
regions of the country using an integrated approach to economic, social 
development and environmental targets.  

• To promote preparation and implementation of Local Agenda 21 in 
municipalities, encourage their cooperation.  

• To strengthen the cooperation of all state institutions responsible for 
sustainable development of the regions.  

• To finalise the preparation of regional Master Plans, to define priority 
development tendencies of problematic territories.  

• Moderate economic growth balanced between economic branches and 
regions. 

• Minimisation of the social and economic differences between regions 
and within regions by preserving their identity. 

• To promote the preparation and implementation of Local Agenda 21 in 
municipalities, and encourage their cooperation. 

• To provide methodical and financial support for the preparation and 
implementation of Local Agenda 21. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Managing the environment 
and resources 

• Step up funding for research to improve knowledge on local materials 
and conditions in building for energy efficiency and in the use of 
renewable energy sources. 

• Monitor and protect all rare and/or threatened endemic species and their 
habitats, as well as other locally occurring species of international 
importance, and take active measures for their conservation and 
restoration. 

• Develop facilities for the separate collection of wastes by Local 
Councils. 

• Ensure that the new Structure Plan and the applicable Local Plans and 
planning policies comprehensively address the issue of coastal 
management so that any new coastal development is sustainable. 

• Ensure that air transport development is sustained in such a manner that 
recognises its linkages to local economic and social development. 

Promoting sustainable 
economic development 

• Strengthen the local Science and Technology base and related capacity 
through the development of a specific government funding line focused 
on Environmental Science and Technology and applied Research and 
Development within the National Research Programme. 

• Encourage initiatives in agro-tourism and promote the development of 
authentic local products. 

• Devise measures aimed at developing clustering potential between local 
enterprise and foreign direct investors across the value chain. 

• Improve the contribution of tourism to the economy by devising 
schemes to increase per capita expenditure on local content by incoming 
tourists. 

• Local Councils should take an active role in applying for EU funding for 
the development of particular projects. 

Fostering sustainable 
communities 

• Continue to develop community services, particularly for elderly 
persons, so as to keep them healthy, active and socially integrated for as 
long as possible. 

• Provide further support for NGOs and Self-Help Groups to become 
important stakeholders in health care schemes, including community 
nursing services and palliative care. 

• Promote lifelong educational programmes that focus on enabling 
meaningful learning experiences that foster sustainable behaviour in 
educational institutions, the workplace, families and communities. 

• Strengthen the capacity of Local Councils to support and encourage 
public participation in decision-making. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Economic growth • Decentralisation of the Decision Act of 1999 increased local autonomy, 
elimination of monopolies, subsidiarity. Development of social 
partnership relations, including the creation of institutions and special 
forums which work in a tripartite regime. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Long-term priorities33 • Quality and effective activities of the public administration (state, 
region, municipality) in favour of citizens. 

• Application of a comprehensive spatial and territorial planning, 
preferential development of lagging and marginal regions. 

• Balanced development of economy with emphasis on perspective 
modern sectors of economy and regional natural and social conditions. 

Strengthening of international 
position and credibility of the 
Slovak Republic 

• Transboundary co-operation of regions (e.g. through Euro regions), co-
operation among partner cities and regions within international 
programmes and projects. 

Use of positive trends and 
elimination of risks of 
globalisation 

• Minimisation of risks connected to cultural homogenisation, support of 
cultural identity at national and regional levels. 

Improvement of function of the 
state 

• Creation of institutional and organisational conditions for support of 
sustainable development at regional and local levels. 

Support of public in 
participation in development of 
the society 

• Increase of involvement of citizens in public affairs (local and regional 
identity). 

Development of culture, 
cultural, historical and 
national awareness 

• Support of natural regional and local connections, creation of a sound 
local patriotism. 

• Linking to positive cultural traditions, support and development of local 
and regional culture and enlightenment. 

Achieving sustainable 
development of settlements and 
regions 

• Assurance of a modern regional policy and regional development of the 
Slovak Republic. 

• Renewal of social capital in settlements and regions, strengthening of 
social cohesion. 

• Protection and renewal of local and regional identity. 

• Use of local and regional potential for development of labour market, 
improvement of the quality of housing, services, development of 
recreation and tourism. 

• Decentralisation of management and decision-making on principles of 
subsidiarity, including strengthening of institute of local and regional 
referenda with use of local and regional sources and decision-making on 
local issues. 

• Achievement of independence of local and regional budgets – greater 

                                                 
33 Apart from the strategic objectives, the NSDS includes ten long-term priorities which are summarised here 
under one heading.  
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participation in taxes and reduction of subsidies. 

• Support of greater independence and lower vulnerability of regional and 
local economies, development of tools of local and community 
economy. 

Preferential development of 
problematic (peripheral, 
marginal) regions 

• Alleviation of unfavourable regional differences through proper 
demographic, social and economic policies. 

• Preferring housing and work in rural areas and in lagging regions, 
support of development of settlements, transport and technical 
infrastructure in marginal regions. 

• Application of development programmes of sustainable management in 
lagging regions. 

• Compensation of disadvantages of lagging regions through an institute 
of inter-regional solidarity. 

Support of construction and 
maintenance of building stock 

• Integrated protection of a cultural landscape, monuments, saving and 
optimisation of the use of cultural heritage in the framework of 
development plans of cities, regions and sectors. 

• Renewal of local and regional identity in building. 

Alleviation of social 
differences in society 

• Strengthening of regional policy, use of local resources for creation of 
work opportunities. 

Improvement of the transport 
and technical infrastructure 

• Completion of the building of a superior road network, improvement of 
accessibility of regions and marginal areas through building and 
maintaining the lower-level road network. 

Reduction of energy and 
resource consumption 

• Support of local economy, introduction of alternative economic 
indicators, environmental and social audit. 

Improvement of quality of the 
environment in regions 

• Practical application of protection of nature and landscape through 
regional state administration and self-governments (via application of a 
comprehensive environmental policy, environmental action 
programmes, local Agenda 21). 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Competitive economy and 
faster economic growth 

• Encourage development-oriented investment and strategic projects that 
via networking produce positive effects at the regional and international 
levels. 

• Create industrial/technological estates on attractive sites to eliminate the 
problem of land (availability and price) and administrative restrictions 
for domestic and foreign investors, and to foster development in specific 
regions. 

Knowledge-based economy and 
quality jobs 

• Improve access to education and training by using new technologies 
(ICT supported regional/local centres of lifelong learning). 

• Decentralise tertiary education, especially in the segment of post-
secondary vocational and higher professional schools that have a close 
connection with regional economic development needs, and with regard 
to lifelong learning. 

Modern social state and higher 
employment 

• Reduce employers’ social security contributions for workers with low 
employability, first-time employees and the long-term unemployed in 
depressed regions. 

Integration of measures to 
achieve sustainable 
development 

• Establish regions with their own competencies and resources to promote 
their development (according to the fiscal decentralisation principle). 

• Support the development of a polycentric urban system and of regional 
centres (particularly centres of national significance); create (innovative) 
city regions and foster regional economies through technology parks and 
business incubators. 

• Establish regionally spread-out networks of tertiary and lifelong 
education and other public services. 

• Provide municipal financial incentives for the development of local 
economies, social activities and infrastructure (keeping some of the 
collected taxes in the local communities’ budgets), increase the quality 
of spatial acts in line with development needs, simplify spatial 
regulations, boost expenditure on housing construction, regulate the area 
of public utilities. 

• Ensure the supply of pure drinking water and promote local self-
sufficiency in food. 

• Upgrade the existing regional development programming and closer co-
operation between urban and rural areas based on binding partnerships 
and active endeavours of the government to establish regions; reinforce 
cross-border regional co-operation, among other things by involving the 
Slovenian national minorities. 

• Establish regional partnerships for the development of the information 
society and its integrated regional strategies. 

• With regard to maintaining the population’s density and regional 
development consistently bear in mind the risk of natural or other 
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disasters in certain areas. 

• Integrate health protection measures and criteria with sectoral policies 
and reduce the differences in health across regions and population 
groups. 

• Increase energy efficiency and the use of renewable energy resources in 
the public sector, in particular at the local level. 

• Strengthen the awareness that culture is the historical basis of the 
national identity and that Slovenia’s modern image in Europe consists of 
different cultural identities from national to local, from universal to 
individual. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Building sustainable 
communities 

• Local and municipal environmental protection measures carried out in 
accordance with a Government Bill entitled Swedish Environmental 
Quality Objectives – a shared responsibility. 

• The Government has appointed an inquiry to propose a long-term 
strategy for sustainable development of rural areas (ToR 2004:05). 
Agriculture along with the collective value of rural landscapes, will be 
explored from a social and environmental point of view, as well as in 
terms of regional economies. A rural development strategy and 
programme co-financed by the EU will be put together during the spring 
of 2006 and will run from 2007 to 2013. 

• Promote sustainable development consistent with local and regional 
conditions. 

Meeting demographic 
challenges 

• The Government has initiated a change to the monitoring 
responsibilities of municipalities pursuant to the Education Act. The 
change involves the way in which municipalities stay informed about 
adolescents who have completed compulsory school but not found 
gainful employment. 

• The Government has appropriated funds for a pilot project in which 
local non-profit initiatives referred to as navigator centres supplement 
the ongoing efforts by a number of municipalities to assist unemployed 
young people. 

• The Government has appropriated an additional SEK 100 million 
annually to help municipalities work with volunteer and non-profit 
organisations to more effectively support members of an elderly 
person's family. 

Encouraging sustainable 
growth 

• The Government plans to approve a national strategy for regional 
development in the spring of 2006. The strategy will coordinate regional 
development policy and the EU's cohesion policy, identifying national 
inter-sectoral priorities. The strategy will form the basis of interagency 
participation in the regional development effort, the regional 
development programmes and the EU co-financed structural fund 
programmes for 2007–13. Similar preparations are under way to 
formulate the next rural development and fisheries programmes for 
2007–13. 

• The National Institute for Working Life, the National Labour Market 
Board, the National Rural Agency, the Swedish Institute for Growth 
Policy Studies, Nutek - the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional 
Growth, and pilot counties will design methods and tools by April 2007 
to raise the level of integration and diversity in regional development 
efforts. 

Participation in the 
implementation of the NSDS 

• The Government plans to arrange a series of local conferences in 2006–
09 with the Council for Sustainable Development and interested local, 
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regional and other key actors to encourage activity aimed at meeting the 
four strategic challenges while also starting work on the next revision of 
the strategy. 

Leadership and responsibility • The Swedish strategy for sustainable development must be shared and 
communicated with the private sector, municipalities, county councils 
and organisations so that they can use it as a basis for their own 
development of sustainable development strategies adapted to their own 
capacity, needs and requirements. 

Coordination and inter-
sectoral cooperation  

• The Government's appropriations document for 2006 charged the county 
administration boards with the task of strengthening the inter-sectoral 
effort and coordination among various policy areas in order to ensure 
efficient solutions and promote regional trends based on the 
Government's strategy for sustainable development. 
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Regional and local issues in  

NSDS objectives 

Objective Regional and local issues 

Sustainable consumption and 
production 

• Through a refocused Environmental Action Fund, the Government is 
supporting voluntary organisations with community level projects which 
influence behaviour and will deliver sustainable consumption outcomes. 

• Regional Development Agencies develop and implement Regional 
Sustainable Tourism Strategies with the aim of mainstreaming tourism 
into their wider actions to achieve sustainable economic growth, through 
their Regional Economic Strategies. 

Climate change and energy • A Landfill Allowances Trading Scheme will be introduced in England 
from 1 April 2005 to help local authorities to restrict the amount of 
biodegradable municipal waste landfilled to ensure that the UK’s target 
under the Directive is met. 

• As part of the Decent Homes programme the Government is committed 
to ensuring that amongst other things, all social homes (i.e. those owned 
by local authorities or Housing Associations) have effective insulation 
and heating by 2010. 

Natural resource protection 
and environmental 
enhancement 

• The Government will build on the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) 
reforms by developing greater regionalisation, increased stakeholder 
participation, applying an ecosystems-based approach and integrating 
fisheries management more closely into management of the marine 
environment as a whole. 

• The Government is introducing a Commons Bill to enable common land 
to be managed sustainably at the local level, and to provide commons 
with additional protection against abuse, encroachment and 
unauthorised development. 

• The Government has introduced a Natural Environment and Rural 
Communities Draft Bill to Parliament for pre-legislative scrutiny to 
establish a new Integrated Agency. The Agency will operate within the 
context of sustainable development. 

• The Government is committed to working with a range of private and 
community sector partners to recover and enhance degraded resources. 

Sustainable communities • Improve neighbourhood participation, address inequalities and support 
delivery at the local level. 

• CABE Space, the national champion for parks and public spaces, will 
work with central and local government and other organisations 
concerned with public spaces to advise on high quality planning, design, 
management and maintenance. 

• Measures to champion the use of public space to ensure healthy 
lifestyles such as ‘Walking your way to health’ and Community Forests 
will be promoted. 

• ‘Extended Schools’ will work in partnership with local agencies to 
provide a range of local services including, for example, NHS Stop 
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Smoking sessions and sexual health services. 

• The Government will consider with our partners how to revise the 
existing guidance and develop toolkits and other materials to support 
local authorities and LSPs [Local Strategic Partnerships] when 
reviewing and preparing their Sustainable Community Strategies. 

• As part of Community Action 2020 – Together We Can, the 
Government will celebrate successful Sustainable Community 
Strategies, parish plans and neighbourhood plans, looking particularly 
for those that do most to build on Local Agenda 21, are innovative in 
their approach and help achieve a step change in sustainable 
development. 

• Public access to better local information is vital if communities are 
going to engage with local service providers. 

• Provide better joined-up public information at a local level both in the 
form of statistics and through easy to understand mapping services. 

• The Government will continue to provide extra support to LSPs in the 
most disadvantaged areas through the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund 
and to focus on raising standards in mainstream public services in all 
deprived communities. 

• From 2006, the Safer and Stronger Communities Fund will provide core 
funding to Community Empowerment Networks to co-ordinate, on 
behalf of all partners, the LSP’s community empowerment activities. 
These networks will have access to Community Action 2020 – Together 
We Can mentors. 

• The government will ensure that appraisal of policy proposals takes 
account of their local and distributional impact to avoid adverse impacts 
on the most deprived areas and social groups. 

• The Government will fund further research on the causes of 
environmental inequality and the effectiveness of measures to tackle it 
in order to establish the best ways to tackle these issues in communities. 

• While we carry out further research to help identify the areas with the 
worst local environment, the Government will in the short term focus on 
improving the environment in the areas already identified as most 
deprived by the Index of Multiple Deprivation. 

Helping people make better 
choices 

• The Government will launch Community Action 2020 – Together We 
Can later in 2005 as a catalyst for thinking globally and acting locally in 
communities across England. 

• Improving access to information, advice, materials, community packs, 
web portals and training which will all help communities take action on 
sustainable development. 

• Increasing opportunities for community workers and communities to 
learn about sustainable development. 

• Including sustainable development in National Occupational Standards 
and accredited units which set out the skills and principles of practice 
for community development work. 

• Increasing opportunities for individuals within communities to volunteer 
in sustainable development activity. 

• Sustainable development principles must lie at the core of the education 
system, such that schools, colleges and universities become showcases 
of sustainable development among the communities that they serve. 

• DEFRA and the Connexions Card Service of the Department for 
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Education and Skills (DfES) are launching a joint pilot initiative in 
schools and colleges to reward student behaviour – individual or in a 
group – which recognises and responds to environmental and 
community issues. 
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Annex 7 – List of abbreviations 
 
 
A21 Agenda 21 
APAJA Sub-committee on Regional and Local Sustainable Development, Finland 
BEPG broad economic policy guidelines 
BERR Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform, UK 
BLAG National-Regional Working Group, Germany 
BLAG KliNa national-regional working group on climate, energy, mobility and sustainability, 

Germany 
BLAG NE national-regional working group on sustainable development, Germany 
CAMA Environmental Advisory Committee, Spain 
CEO chief executive officer 
CoR EU Committee of the Regions 
DCLG Department for Communities and Local Government, UK 
DEFRA Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, UK 
EG employment guidelines 
EIA environmental impact assessment 
EMAS Eco-Management and Audit Scheme 
EPE Energy Policy for Europe 
EPI environmental policy integration 
EU European Union 
EU SDS European Union Sustainable Development Strategy 
FNCSD Finnish National Commission for Sustainable Development 
GDP gross domestic product 
GHG greenhouse gas 
GO Government Office, UK 
GPP Green Public Procurement 
HCCR Healthy Cities of the Czech Republic 
HEPI horizontal environmental policy integration 
IPPC integrated pollution prevention and control 
LA21 Local Agenda 21 
LAA Local Area Agreement, UK 
LCA Local Councils Association, Malta 
LGD Local Government Denmark 
MCESD Malta Council for Economic and Social Development 
MCST Malta Council for Science and Technology 
MEPA Malta Environment and Planning Authority 
MoE Ministry of the Environment 
MRA Malta Resource Authority 
MTA Malta Transport Authority 
NGO non-governmental organisation 
NRP national reform programme 
NSDC National Sustainable Development Commission, Malta 
NSDS national strategy for sustainable development 
NUTS Nomenclature des Unitées Territoriales Statistiques, or Nomenclature of 

Territorial Units for Statistics 
OMC open method of coordination 
ÖSTRAT Sustainable Development Strategy for both national and the regional levels, 

Austria 
PRAA Regional Environmental Action Plan, Italy 
R&D research and development 
RA Regional Assembly, UK 
RAO Regional Administration Office, Czech Republic 
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RDA Regional Development Agency, Slovenia and UK 
RF Local Agenda 21 Reference Framework, France 
RRT regional round table for the review of the national strategy for sustainable 

development, Czech Republic 
RSDF regional SD framework, UK 
SCS Sustainable Community Strategy, UK 
SD sustainable development 
SDIs Sustainable Development Indicators 
SDS  strategy for sustainable development 
SEA strategic environmental assessment 
SOS Association of Municipalities and Towns of Slovenia 
SMEs small- and medium-sized enterprises 
STRAS regional SD strategy, Italy 
UDALSAREA 21 Sustainability Network of Basque Municipalities, Spain 
UMK Conference of Environmental Ministers, Germany 
UNDP United Nations Development Programme 
VEPI vertical environmental policy integration 
WIN Economic Initiative Sustainability, Austria 
ZOS Association of Municipalities of Slovenia, Slovenia 
 


