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Abstract

Local Agenda 21 as an instrument for sustainable human development at local
level is more than fifteen years old. Its original environmental bias has
transformed into a multidimensional conception including social and economic
change with strong influences on the political realm. Experience shows that
many Local Agenda 21 processes do not obtain the expected outcomes due to
many external and internal factors that make human sustainable development
difficult to materialise at the local level.

This paper deals with the issue of identifying the endogenous and exogenous
variables that determine the development of Local Agenda 21 processes and set
the differences among contexts. The emphasis is placed on methodological
approaches to Local Agenda 21 planning and management of the process from a
governance perspective. These factors can be appropriated for describing the
different elements of Local Agenda 21 activities and their relation to long-term
development in a city. Planning and management approaches underpinning
Local Agenda 21 can thus be assessed in relation to their contribution to human
sustainable development.

Keywords: Local Agenda 21, strategic planning, sustainable human
development, democratic governance, environmental management.

1 Local Agenda 21 and sustainable human development

Local Agenda 21 (LA21) is the practical application of the contents of Chapter
28 of Agenda 21, one of the main outcomes of the 1992 Conference on
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Environment and Development. It can be defined as a “participatory, long-term,
strategic planning process that addresses priority local sustainable development
concerns” (ICLEIL [1]). It is usually developed by municipalities, especially in
urban areas.

While the concept of development has evolved in recent decades from
paradigms focused almost exclusively on the economic dimension towards
others which include ecological and sociopolitical dimensions, such as
sustainable development and human development (Froger et al [2], Mebratu [3]),
over the years LA21 has also overcome its initial environmentalist bias and
common identification with the most visible results of the planning process.
According to Bagheri and Hjorth [4], Hardi and Zdan [5] and Meadowcroft et al
[6], sustainability is not a static objective but is continuously evolving as our
understanding of socio-environmental systems grows. From the different
representations of sustainability, the final objective is not so much fair treatment
of environmental, economic and social dimensions but to make choices that will
serve to strengthen the whole (Kemp et a/ [7]) over the long term. Beyond action
plans, letters of intention on the aims to be pursued (sustainable development)
and how to achieve them (strategies, programmes and projects) LA21 should be
seen as a dynamic, complex process with an enormous potential for change
towards sustainable human development (Learning Community [8]).

This more integral interpretation of the concept of sustainability forms the
concept of this present investigation. Our approach is that the objective of LA21
processes and similar initiatives is to progress towards sustainable human
development at local level, which according to several studies (among others:
[5, 8-18]), can be characterised by the following interrelated dimensions. (1) An
integrated approach, with particular focus on environmental protection
(integrative perspective, interdisciplinarity, transversality, acceptance of
ecological limits, reconsideration of current production and consumption models,
adoption of the precautionary principle); (2) development centred on people and
their particular environments (empowerment, equity and justice, fight against
poverty, welfare of present and future generations, elimination of discrimination,
cooperation and security): (3) increased citizen involvement from a sense of
responsibility (dialogue, participation, deliberation and consensus, democratic
governance, ceding power in the decision-making process, greater prominence
for bottom-up processes, generation and increase of existing social capital); (4)
fostering co-responsibility (principle of subsidiarity, horizontal and vertical
integration, increased decentralisation, greater independence for local
government); (5) transparency and accountability (free and accessible
information flow, innovative mechanisms for guaranteeing multilevel
transparency and accountability, integrity, absence of corruption); (6)
encouraging equal cooperation relations (partnerships between local authorities,
between local authorities and the community and other stakeholders,
commitment at supramunicipal government levels); (7) systematic approach and
holistic vision (integration of all the factors affecting the problems and their
solution, ecosystem theory applied to the city); (8) fostering a shared strategic
vision (attention to short and long term needs and trends, long term but action
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oriented focus); (9) fostering an ongoing collective learning style (learning
through experimentation, listening and understanding as basic values, action and
reflection as part of a continuous cycle, evaluation with a learning dimension);
(10) political will and commitment (involvement and leadership from the local
authority, firm commitment to sustainable human development as the guiding
focus for municipal policies, consensus among different political parties,
dynamic government with greater levels of institutional and social capital); (11)
need for process-oriented planning (strategic planning as planning focus,
emphasis on intangibles such as knowledge or the nature of social relations,
flexibility and adaptation, learning, social trust, process control mechanisms).

Taking as reference the ideas of Vershure and Tuts [19], a measure of the
success of a local sustainable human development process such as LA21 will be
the extent to which it is related to fundamental change in life styles, particularly
those which own, control or consume most of the planets resources.

2 Lessons learned

According to several studies [20-25], over fifteen years the number of LA21
processes at world level doesn’t reach original expectations and its qualitative
impact is limited. The different experiences, especially those in the European
context as Europe is the most active region for LA21 (ICLEI [24]), make it
possible to identify a series of difficulties and obstacles common to LA21
processes. Below is a selection of said variables that will help to identify the
factors influencing LA21 planning approaches. Based on [22, 24, 26, 27], among
others, LA21 presents the following difficulties and challenges: non existence of
real interdisciplinarity at municipal level, giving rise to sector type adjustments
which do not include an integral, interconnected vision of the problems;
inadequate organisational structure at local government level; weak participative
tradition and limited tradition of collective responsibility; insufficient investment
(of economic, material and human resources) in the participative processes as
opposed to other dimensions; many LA21 led by elected political representatives
and even external agents (as private consultants); compelling and urgent need to
resolve everyday problems demanded by citizens and stakeholders which
detracts from the ability to reflect, debate, participate and plan; scanty
contribution from social networks, especially business organisations; lack of
political leadership and consensus in town councils, and short-term vision;
decision-making on local issues taken at other levels, with no clear definition of
the role of supramunicipal entities; lack of training for technical experts and
politicians on sustainability issues; a planning and programming vocation based
on an exhaustive diagnostic of the territory, with expert knowledge taking
precedence over others (methodologies oriented at developing intangibles such
as knowledge, social relations and empowerment are rarely applied); need for
flexible implementation and monitoring systems.
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3 Local Agenda 21 planning dimension

As shown above, and bearing in mind the very nature of LA21, planning is an
inherent part of the process, But despite the fact that there is a wide range of
guides for starting up LA21s (internationally for example those promoted by
Hewitt [11] and UN-HABITAT & UNEP [28]), the methodological issues are, in
our opinion, one of the aspects to which the scientific community has paid least
attention. On possible LA21 models or planning approaches only the analyses by
Coenen [29] have been identified who, based on Seip and Van Vliet (1997)
(cited in [29]) describes five forms of local planning or LA21 processes focused
on communication between the local authority and the different stakeholders.

Bearing in mind current planning trends (Ferrero [30], Friedmann [31],
Mayntz [32] and Bagheri et al [4]) we consider that LA21 methodological
approaches should take on board aspects such as: changing from normative
planning to strategic planning and management, bottom-up rather than top-down
approach, the emergence of the local space or the predominance of a holistic
rather than a single sector approach. Based on participative or learning
approaches (one of whose greatest exponents is D. Korten [33]), Ferrero [30]
develops a series of principles and methodological guidelines grouped under the
name “development process approach” which guide the design of new planning
approaches, methods and instruments most likely to favour sustainable human
development processes. From this perspective, we consider that LA21 planning
methodologies have a process approach when they promote interventions which:
are learning oriented; where design is emergent and bottom-up; where
uncertainty is assumed, that is, where flexibility and adaptability predominate;
promote participation, the deliberative, concerted search for solutions and
democratic decision-making; generate/increase social capital, knowledge, and
the building of capabilities; necessarily include the ecological dimension in
decision-making.

4 Factors influencing Local Agenda 21 planning processes

Based on the lessons learned in LA21 processes and the studies [19, 22, 26, 34—
39] in addition to our own experience, a series of factors present in LA21
planning and development processes have been identified which are useful for
describing the different elements in LA21s and their relationship with long-term
sustainable human development processes in municipal areas.

4.1 Endogenous and exogenous factors

We have made an initial grouping of endogenous and exogenous variables,
where endogenous variables are characteristic of the local environment where
LA21 is developed and exogenous variables are external, influencing the local
environment and the endogenous variables. These factors are described in
summary form in Table 1 and are defined as determining factors in the
development of a LA21, acting as differentiating elements in the contexts where
the LA21 process is started.
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Table 1: LA21 endogenous and exogenous factors.
If the process originates with the local government, citizens
groups, supramunicipal public authorities, companies or
Origin of the LA21 universities for example. This origin can have a determining

initiative

impact on the process. Particularly significant are the clarity and
realism of the objectives and the honesty of the driver in not
creating false expectations.

Municipal administrative
structure and organisation

This refers to both the local authority’s capacity to modernise
and the appropriate administrative capacity at local level,
permitting effective devolution of power and providing high
quality public services.

Political will, commitment
and leadership

The political adoption of the need to adapt municipal
development to sustainability criteria must extend to all the
municipality’s political groups, whether in government or
opposition. It has been shown that political impetus agreed by
consensus among all the parties together with supramunicipal
support is one of the variables that favours the LA21 process.

Public awareness and
support

The level of knowledge/ignorance of sustainable human
development in the local corporation and body of experts and
among the public in general exerts an influence. Variables that
favour LA21 are: support from associations with presence in the
territory (profit and non-profit) and participation from a wide
number of citizens who join at individual level and the existence
of information and sensitisation strategies.

Local democratic
governance

This is understood as the institutional process and framework for
the local environment made up of a system of formal and
informal rules (and the control mechanisms), which establish the
guidelines for interaction between actors in public decision-
making, with said process being governed by the conditions to
be found in democratic systems.

Degree of decentralisation,
communication and
coordination with other
public administrations

We are referring to the degree of application of the principle of
subsidiarity (degree of local government independence, power
and competences) and the capacity to influence and be
influenced by supramunicipal levels

Resource availability,
mainly economic-financial

Degree of municipal self-sufficiency, dependency on public
funds.

Local institutional,
economic, sociopolitical
and ecological context.
Territorial models

Demographic trends, socioeconomic situation, environmental
situation, problems of exclusion, weakness or strength of the
associational movement, presence of human and social capital
(participative tradition in the social structure and the local
corporation’s experience in participation and the existence of
spaces and instruments for participation). Also included in this
context variable is the size of the municipal area (no. of
inhabitants and surface area), and the urban/rural nature of the
same, as they determine innumerable aspects including: the
complexity of the socioeconomic, political and environmental
dynamics; ease or otherwise of starting up participative
processes; capacity to obtain resources, etc.

WIT Transactions on Ecology and the Environment, Vol 120, © 2009 WIT Press
www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line)




532 Sustainable Development and Planning IV, Vol. 2

Table 1: Continued.

Local institutional,
economic,
sociopolitical and
ecological context.
Territorial models

Demographic trends, socioeconomic situation, environmental situation,
problems of exclusion, weakness or strength of the associational
movement, presence of human and social capital (participative tradition
in the social structure and the local corporation’s experience in
participation and the existence of spaces and instruments for
participation). Also included in this context variable is the size of the
municipal area (no. of inhabitants and surface area), and the urban/rural
nature of the same, as they determine innumerable aspects including:
the complexity of the socioeconomic, political and environmental
dynamics; ease or otherwise of starting up participative processes;
capacity to obtain resources, etc.

Local policies,
legislative and
management
instruments
oriented towards
sustainable human
development

The existence of sustainability policies. In this regard, experiences prior
to LA21 (the existence of sustainability-oriented local strategies)
orientation of any existing policies/strategies, etc. Existence/promotion
of participative approaches to decision-making and local politics.
Capacity to apply supramunicipal regulations and legislation to
sustainability issues. Coherent public policies, which integrate
sustainable human development. The existence or opportunity to create a
legal, regulatory framework for decentralised, -effective local
development and good local governance. The existence of an
environmental approach and management systems.

The region and the
country’s
institutional and
economic
environment

Democratic tradition and its degree of development, State capabilities,
governance, vision for the country, public sector integrity and synergy,
trust, levels of corruption, political instability/stability. Stability of the
country’s macroeconomic variables, structural reforms applied in the
country, commercial and financial opening-up. It also includes the
degree of existing decentralisation, a variable also typified as an
endogenous factor because it influences the real power of local
governments.

Existence of
supramunicipal
policies and
strategies to support
LA21 processes

Where they exist, they favour LA21 processes at local scale as they offer
support, largely in the form of economic resources. Specifically,
administrative barriers that hinder the effective introduction of LA21
initiatives can be eliminated at state level.

Non binding nature
of LA21

The lack of obligation to comply does not favour the introduction of
LA21, although on the other hand it makes it easier for bottom-up
processes to emerge.

Influence of the
development model
based on economic
growth

The influence of this model means that decision-making (in particular
the introduction of policies) prioritises economic growth over other
dimensions of sustainable human development.

Competition from
international bodies

This variable refers to the possible influence of international
development cooperation agents and instruments. Those which favour
the introduction of LA21 processes and other agents and instruments can
generate a positive or negative impact on local democratic governance
or the achievement of sustainable human development processes.

4.2 Factors associated to LA21 planning

In addition to the above classification, a series of variables linked more directly
to LA21 planning, design and implementation process have been identified and
are shown in Table 2. The very nature of LA21, rooted in local development
processes, means that some of the endogenous factors identified above will also
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be inherent in the LA21 process. This second group of variables attempts to
highlight the way the origin, orientation and implementation of the planning and
management approaches and methods adopted influence LA21.

Table 2: Factors more directly linked to the LA21 process.

Methodologies with a planning and management
approach oriented to the development process are more
favourable to LA21 processes. This variable includes
both existing approaches and methods and the
characteristics of the LA21 design and implementation
process.

Provenance or origin
and approach of LA21
methodologies

Under the premise that they must be as interdisciplinary
as possible, the combination of local corporation and
external experts will have an influence. The values of the
staff with a professional or voluntary link to the
organisations involved in LA21 will also have an
influence as they interact with the local environment,
their values being reflected in certain attitudes and
behaviours in their interpersonal and professional

Existence of teams,
support experts and
their values, attitudes
and aptitudes.

relations.
Flexibility and moritications to.the prelmioary LAZ] Gesign as it i
adaptability P Y &

developed.

To incorporate experiential learning from LA21 process
into the tacit and explicit knowledge of the organizations
involved. The intervention model incorporates feedback
from these learning processes.

Process of learning in
the intervention and in
organisations

The above factors (simplification of a much more complex reality) and a
planning and management approach oriented towards sustainable human
development provide a framework for analysing the way LA21 interacts with
development processes. From this representation, which could be further refined,
we seek an integrative understanding of the phenomenon to guide improvement
of LA21s in terms of quality, implementation capacity and impact on local
development processes. Appropriate quality would be achieved by the presence
of sustainable human development dimensions in LA21; implementation
capacity refers to the real possibility of putting the initiative into practice,
through democratic governance systems; a positive impact is understood to be
the opportunity for gradual integration in local dynamics of the dimensions of
sustainable human development, recognising and valuing specificities and the
uniqueness of the local space.

5 Conclusions

The main intention of this study has been to offer a framework for analysis to
contribute to the description of LA21 processes and external determinants. From
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this perspective it is useful to ask to what extent LA21 planning approaches and
methodologies can contribute to sustainable human development.

We consider that in the LA21 processes rather than attaching importance to
the formulation of strategies, plans, programmes and projects which may be
excellent at a given time, what is truly significant for local sustainable human
development is to shape a certain dynamics for interrelation between actors
which will institutionalise new conceptions of urban development. This means
granting more importance to the intangible aspects of LA21 such as democratic
governance, empowerment and the learning of values, skills and knowledge in
harmony with sustainability. Clarification of internal and external factors,
including those more directly linked to planning aspects, to local development
processes in LA21 initiatives is a valuable contribution towards achieving those
objectives.
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