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Sustaining Sustainability is an inside story on the state of the art of national

strategies for sustainable development in nine EU member states, with a

particular focus on the role of national councils for sustainable development

(SDC) in producing and implementing SD strategies (SDS).  Such councils have

been created by national governments, stimulated by the Agenda 21, with the

purpose of fostering dialogue for SD among stakeholders, and between stake-

holders and government, as well as monitoring progress and encouraging

initiatives.  The study was financed by the participating councils and

supported by EEAC, the European network of advisory councils for environ-

ment and sustainable development.  All 6 countries in the European Union

with a well-established SDC participated (B, D, FIN, IRE, P, UK), plus three

countries with environment or other councils engaged in the SD agenda (HUN,

NL, S).  7 countries have a SDS and one is currently developing one; some

have already seen at least one revision phase.  With an in-depth approach the

study attempts to look behind the curtains of SD processes.

The governance dimension
Most striking, though not surprising, is the underlying governance dimension

that turns out to be of greatest relevance for SD policies.  In other words, the

processes themselves need most attention: Moving towards sustainable

development is a process, and most countries meanwhile characterise it as a

“learning” process.  Such an insight in a way is already a result of “learning”

that SD strategies cannot be implemented like a “plan”, but need flexible

approaches on the government side with at the same time firm and account-

able objectives, and ideally also quantitative targets.  

Improving horizontal and vertical coordination and integration
Moving towards such a leadership attitude requires significant adjustments

in sectorally organised governments: the need of mechanisms for coordina-

tion and improving policy coherence must not be underestimated.  This also

applies to vertical linkages to the regional and local level.  So far this has

only been a focus in Scandinavian countries, which have a strong overall

“bottom-up approach”.  Belgium and the UK, with (quasi-)federal structures,

have paid some attention to the regional level.  Several countries have

chosen leadership and coordination by the Prime Minister in order to

enhance commitment in the individual Ministries, with the Ministry for

Environment typically maintaining the role of a driving force.  Coordination

on the “highest” level is considered as beneficial for progress and policy

coherence, given a certain degree of dedication.

Fostering ownership, transparency and involvement
At the same time SD strategies need to foster ownership, actions and 

commitment in all parts of society.  Local authorities and initiatives play an
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important role in this respect, and with respect to building and implement-

ing a SDS the messages and influences should find both ways, “up” and

“down”.  Though most participating countries have realised that stimulat-

ing civil society, interest groups and the private sector is one key success

factor, efforts still need to be intensified, and potentials for state incen-

tives, including financial ones, should be considered.  The North-Western

political culture of governments being amenable to dialogue and involve-

ment of civil society (in rather corporatist settings with a stakeholder

focus) has spread across Europe at least as an accepted approach.  In some

countries though the doors have only opened a foot, with still deficient

information flow and consultation mechanisms.  These situations typically

correlate with a relatively low degree of self-organisation of civil society.  

In such cases government support would be helpful.

SD councils as valuable mechanisms
SD councils are a specific mechanism for fostering dialogue among different

stakeholders, which has the potential for innovative approaches and solu-

tions, and for achieving (unexpected) agreements.  With their rather unique

position of being established by governments, but being independent in

their deliberations, they provide a potential for bridging the often perceived

gap between government and non-governmental actors, and for transporting

collective views and knowledge of civil society to the government.  With the

exception of one or two countries the results of this study suggest that the

independent, deliberative type of SDC is preferable over a government-led

and/or very representational one: such a setting is more supportive for

opening minds and horizons, as a prerequisite for innovation.  All examined

councils are valued both by government and stakeholders, and have a record

of accomplishments, mostly including: with some success in having guarded

the holistic view, the wider influence of councils’ discussions, thinking and

results into the council members’ organizations, innovative approaches in

communication and encouraging activities of civil society, and achievements

in selected policy fields.

Reviews of SD strategies
The reviews of national SD strategies are in many cases not performed in a

transparent and systematic way, which applies both to monitoring progress

and revising priority fields.  For the former in most cases a set of indicators

is so far missing.  In a comparative view national SD strategies present a

puzzle of issues, targets and indicators, but this does at least show

progress across a broad range.  An in-depth comparative analysis of

national priority fields, targets and indicators is needed.  At the same time

this situation of variety shows that quantity does not automatically trans-

late into quality.  This result underlines the importance of having a high-

quality process for identifying priority areas.



Balancing three governance dimensions
All in all, the complex, overarching, holistic SD policy needs to find a balance

between ‘poles’ (extremes) in key governance dimensions.  It needs both

leadership and ownership, both bottom-up and top-down, both firmness and

flexibility, which could be translated as “planning” and “learning”.  All of

these have their own pitfalls: Ownership and bottom-up must not mean

“anything goes”, without a vision and objectives for SD, broken down to

concrete measures; emphasising bottom-up must not be an excuse for “busi-

ness as usual” on the government side; flexibility and ‘learning’ must not

lead to arbitrariness, which would undermine accountability.  Nevertheless,

patience and stamina are required to live through some inevitable aspects of

muddling-through.  Naturally, each country has a different starting point on

the line between the ‘poles’ of each dimension: Given that in some way a

balance between the two ends of the spectrum is needed, each country

would be well advised to move towards the other end in its future emphasis.

Link of national SD strategies to the EU SDS and EU policies
This is even more challenging in the existing multi-level situation: The link of

national SD strategies and the EU SDS is currently very loose, or rather: 

these levels so far have tended to ignore each other (the main exception is

Belgium).  The European Commission has not looked into national SD strate-

gies when preparing the proposal for Gothenburg, and the survey performed

in the beginning of 2004 can only be seen as a starting point.  National

governments and other actors on the other hand have so far focused mainly

on the national dimension: partly for the obvious reason that most national

SD strategies were prepared earlier than the EU SDS.  But even then in the

review of the national SDS the EU strategy is at a maximum just mentioned.

Partly it is understandable to concentrate on national matters first, as a way

of self-finding, i.e. reflecting on an appropriate approach for SD policies and

eventually pouring this into a strategy with a vision, priority fields, objectives

and measures.  Nevertheless, on the broader side it would have been useful

to consider the approach and objectives of the EU and it still would be.

Lessons to learn for the European level
From the national level it can be extrapolated: The Commission itself should

be much more aware of the governance dimension of SD.  Particularly the

horizontal coordination has been neglected so far, and the normal styles of

cooperation between DGs seem to be not feasible for the SD endeavour.

Impact Assessment may be a helpful instrument for increasing policy coher-

ence if designed, according to its procedural character, so as to foster

dialogue for improving the potentials of convergence rather than using it as

a technocratic tool for modelling only.  Also leadership is lacking, and hence

a lead coordination of the President and the Secretariat General that is taken

seriously, including the provision of enough capacity, would be required.

The link of the Lisbon and the SD strategy has to be made more clear.

Objectives should be underpinned with quantitative targets.  In contrast to
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shifts in attitudes in the member states towards more ‘learning’, the Agenda

21 approach of capacity building, ownership and civil society engagement on

all levels seems to be not taken up at the European level.  Stakeholder

consultation so far has been conducted in a rather old-fashioned way that

does not stimulate controversial and productive dialogue.

Key policy fields
Reflections on policy fields particularly difficult to make progress in, and

requests for EU action in key fields, reveal that the national room for

manoeuvre is small.  Pressing highlights are climate change and energy

policy, transport, and the overall demand for more EU funding in Research &

Development.

Future challenges
For the future a lot remains to do:

• Scrutinising the results of the Commission’s 2004 survey on national SD

strategies; continuing and deepening this examination.

• Performing comparative research on:

- national targets and indicators in place, and the way they are linked

and used for monitoring progress, including conditional targets that

might be an interesting instrument to better link the national and the

EU dimension;

- different ways of stakeholder consultation and participation;

- the relation of government programs and SD strategies, and the role

of Parliaments with respect to the long-term perspective;

- the role of social-economic partners for SD processes, and their rela-

tionship to SDS and civil society organizations (“other stakeholders”);

- potentials for improving vertical coordination and integration.

Overall, the 7th Research Framework Program needs to put innovation

into the framework of SD; given the important governance dimension, the

share of social sciences has so far been much too low.

• Capacity building:

- conducting a series of events (“SD marathon”) through all EU member

states for discussing the EU SDS and stimulating national actors;

- supporting existing national SD councils in dealing more with the

European dimension.

• Promoting the establishment of national SD councils to operate in an

independent manner.

• Establishing a permanent sounding board for systematically feeding

ideas and actions on the national level into the EU SDS.

The initiative of the national SD councils participating in this study, and their

cooperation in the framework of EEAC, should be welcomed as an indicator

that after a phase of self-orientation both learning from each other and

better linking the EU and national level is taken seriously.
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I Introduct ion

The study examines experiences in developing and implementing SD

Strategies in nine EU member states and the role of national SD councils in

assisting this.  SD councils have access to political institutions and to wider

society to mobilise opinion and to stimulate action.  The study focuses on

the experiences of the councils.  It analyses their role in advising on national

strategies and reflects on the criteria for success and failure the national

councils themselves set to foster and monitor SD strategies.  It further asks

which patterns of recommendations and communication efforts turned out to

make the most difference.

As a starting point, the study has taken stock of information already gath-

ered by former meetings on SD Strategies, held in The Hague 2002 and 

Vienna 20031, as well as later on the Kinsale conference (April 2004,

Ireland)2.  Also, in spring 2004 the European Commission published a survey

on national SDS, which was partly useful as background information.3 The

EEAC4 study compiles and compares national experience and identifies

lessons of practice that may be helpful both at national and European level.

Exploring best practice examples as well as obstacles and difficulties, with

the aim of learning from each other regarding both governance/processes

and policy fields, requires at least some insight into the broader political and

administrative framework of a country to enable mutual understanding.  The

study highlights some features that seemed to be important in this respect,

e.g. the differences along the line majority/competition- versus consensus-

style of democracy (which affects horizontal coordination in government),

centralist versus decentral/federal structure (which affects vertical coordina-

tion), and corporatist versus pluralist background, which influences the style

of interest group involvement and also the status and work-style of a SD

council.5

Participating councils and the EEAC jointly financed the study.

Background and key questions

Agenda 21 set the framework for national SD strategies, widening environ-

mental policies and adding principles and issues such as equity, poverty

reduction, as well as framing the economy-ecology conflict.  European

Introduct ion
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1 Dutch Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (VROM, 2002); Austrian Federal Ministry

for Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Management (Das Lebensministerium, 2003),

www.nachhaltigkeit.at/reportagen.php3?month=5&year=2003.

2 www.comharconference2004.ie.

3 European Commission Staff Working Paper (2004).

4 European Environment and Sustainable Development Advisory Councils. www.eeac-network.org.

5 The limited and not fully systematic analysis of these aspects partly led to differences in assessment: e.g.

Germany is categorised by scholars (Hague et al., 1998, Lijphart and Crepaz, 1991; Lijphart, 1999) as a

country with a strong corporatist tradition, whereas the impressions gained were different.  For Belgium the

assessment was identical, the Netherlands gave a more corporatist impression than typically assessed.  The

biggest contrast occurred in Sweden, which ranges high in the corporatist ranking of international

comparisons, whereas this study did not identify this, maybe because other factors, such as strong

consensus-style of government and a bottom-up approach, outweigh this.
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- Portuguese Council for Environment and Sustainable Development

(CNADS),

- Swedish Environment Council (MVB),

- UK Sustainable Development Commission (SDC), and English Nature.

Statements of the interviews were mostly reflected upon on the basis of key

material provided in the participating countries (the SDS itself and/or other

relevant policy documents).  In order to better explain variables deriving

from the wider political framework, which were often addressed in the inter-

views, some comparative literature on political systems and culture in

European countries was also used.

Figure 1 shows the main lines that were explored in the study, which at the

same time represent the typical actors, communication and coordination

structure for SD policies.

SD councils in other countries?

1 ‘Old’ member states:

• There is no SD (or other) council in Greece, Denmark, Italy and

Luxemburg: 

- Greece established a SD council in 2002, which never started to work;

it has though a National Centre for Environment and Sustainable

Development with policy advisory functions;

- Denmark used to have an active Environment Council, which was

dissolved in 2002 by a new government;

- Italy used to have an Environment Council, which seems to not have

worked;

- Luxemburg has started to establish a SD Council (end of 2004).

• Spain is currently re-establishing its Environment Council CAMA (stake-

holder composition); on the regional level there is a SD council in

Catalonia.

• Austria in 2003 established a ‘Forum for SD’ which has since then been in

a process of setting up working procedures and its work plan.

• France used to have a SD council (French SD Council, CFDD), whose term

was not prolonged when it came to an end in May 2003; a new SD council

was established in January 2003 (National SD Council, CNDD), which is

though more of a ‘convention’ than a ‘council’, as it has around 90

members.  It completed its task of reviewing the draft SDS from May

2002 by June 2003. 
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governments approved Agenda 21 and started to introduce SD policies.  Such

policies cannot be dealt with by regulatory interventions only, but require a

wider set of approaches including the involvement of civil society.  Many

European countries have therefore established national councils for sustain-

able development (SDCs) as part of national mechanisms for developing and

implementing SD strategies and policies, as recommended in Agenda 21

(chapters 8 and 37).  During the last four years SDCs have networked within

the framework of EEAC.  The common notion has evolved that

- exchange of information on how best to foster national SD processes is

very helpful,

- capacity building for SD in Europe has only started,

- Europe’s asset is the variety of approaches and experiences on national

level, but so far advantage has not been taken of this knowledge,

- adding up (national) parts would lead to more than the sum.

The EEAC Working Group for Sustainable Development therefore decided to

explore national experiences and record this knowledge by conducting this

benchmark study, addressing the following key questions:

1 What are the horizontal and vertical coordination mechanisms of national

governments for SD and who has the lead? (ch. A.1)

2 What is the role of non-governmental actors and the role of national SD

councils, both as link between civil-society and government, and as 

agenda setter etc.? (ch. A.2 and 3)

3 Which policy fields are of national importance, and which ones are most

difficult to make progress in? What are best practice examples? 

(ch. B and D.3)

4 What has been the impact of the EU-SDS and the Lisbon process, and

(other) international strategies and goals? (ch. C)

5 What are national SD councils doing to improve the link between national

SD strategies and the EU SDS? (ch. C.2 and D)

Methodology and scope

• Qualitative research based on in-depth interviews with key players in the

participating countries;

• All countries with an established and functioning SD council participated:

Germany, UK, Belgium, Finland, Ireland, Portugal, as well as the Netherlands,

Sweden and Hungary, where environment councils are engaged in the SD

agenda. The councils are:

- Belgian Federal Council for Sustainable Development (FRDO-CFDD),

- Finnish National Commission for Sustainable Development (FNCSD),

- German Council for Sustainable Development (RNE),

- Hungarian Environment Council (OKT),

- Irish Sustainable Development Partnership (Comhar),

- Dutch Advisory Council for Research in Spatial Planning, Environment

and Nature (RMNO),
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governments approved Agenda 21 and started to introduce SD policies.  Such
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2 ‘New’ member states: 

Attempts at establishing SDCs, or environment councils, have apparently

been undertaken in several, or even most new MS.  All SDCs though are

government-led and often government dominates in membership, and the

council’s task is to coordinate or assist in coordination of government policy.

Some of the councils have only worked temporarily and some seem to have

not really started working6:

• The only country with a more or less continuously working council seems

to be Estonia (since 1996): It follows the Finnish model with the PM

chairing, and has roughly four times per year a hearing type meeting;

• the Latvian SDC ceased with the WSSD in 2002; in Lithuania a Council for

Economy is now responsible for SD (no further information);

• Slovak Republic: a SDC was established in 1999 (Deputy PM chairing),

but as no information on activities could be gathered, it is doubtful

whether this council ever worked;

• Poland established a council in 2003: no information on activity could be

gathered;

• Czech Republic: In a second attempt a council was established in 2003

and seems to work (information on its work plan is available);

• Slovenia: a new council for SD was established in 2004; some contacts

exist;

• Malta established a council in 2002 and is currently (2004) developing a

SDS;

• Cyprus: no information so far.

If there is no SD council or other mechanism in place it often means that the

SD strategy, if one exists, has not advanced or is not implemented and/or

there is no SD process going on.7

SD “strategy” or “plan”?

Since Agenda 21 the term SD strategies has been commonly used for that

programmatic document laying out the overarching vision, goals, objectives,

policy priorities, and mostly also measures and action for SD.  In some coun-

tries though there is ongoing debate on what a SD strategy is, in contrast to

e.g. a SD Action Plan (e.g. The Netherlands).  In other cases there is a SD

strategy, and in addition a “plan of implementation”, with the former cover-

ing the more strategic elements and the latter the measures and resources

(Portugal).  In Belgium the document containing the range of these aspects

mentioned is called SD Plan, whereas strategy is used for the entire

approach of a policy cycle with strategy, progress reports, reviews etc. 

(cf. also ch. A.1.3).

Despite these differences, this study uses the term “SD strategy” as outlined

in the first place.  The overall approach and process is called “SD process”.

Introduct ion
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6 or: because they are established with a composition of almost only government, they operate not fully

transparently, and therefore it seems as if they don’t work.

7 The findings of the Commission’s survey from early 2004 hence cannot be confirmed (European Commission

Staff Working Paper, 2004, p. 7-8).
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Figure 1: Multi-level and multi-actor relations for the preparation and implementation of national SD strategies
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Remarkably, Belgium passed a law for SD, which covers the institutional

framework and the provisions for the SDS.

The connection between the establishment of a SD council and the decision

to prepare a SDS is particularly strong in Germany and UK.  In other coun-

tries the connection has been made (more) explicit over time.

If no SDS (yet): Why not?
Portugal: Regarding the time of establishment of a SD council Portugal

ranges in the middle field, but preparing a SDS has seen challenges in

several respects: The lead responsibility of the Ministry of Environment was

not satisfactory, and moved later to the PM Office; tackling complexity has

been a difficult process; the way of stakeholder consultation and planned

process was not, or not clearly enough communicated.  As a consequence of

the deficiencies of earlier attempts, the PM early in 2004 called a team of

external advisors to prepare a new draft, including a (by then not yet

successful) identification of priority fields.  In July 2004 a new draft was

tabled, which is currently in the phase of stakeholder consultation, and

approval by government and Parliament is expected in March 20059.

Hungary: Some preparatory work for a SDS was done as input to the WSSD.

There was an inter-departmental forum (with limited academia and stake-

holder participation), operating on an ad-hoc basis from 1993 - 2002, which

terminated after the WSSD.  Since then it has been the aim to install a new

SD Commission with broad stakeholder participation.  This has not yet come

into place.  The recent government decision to produce a draft SDS by the

end of 2004 might give new momentum.

Overall, preparing a SDS was triggered by:
Rio: UK, Finland, Belgium (not successful, started then only five years

later), Sweden (here: national commitments for ecological sustain-

ability)

Rio + 5: Ireland

Rio + 10: Germany10, Netherlands (only partly successful), Portugal (first

attempts 2002, finalization 2004), Hungary (not successful, new

commitment for 2004, again postponed), Sweden (for first explicit

national SD strategy)

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
With the concept of SD having its origin predominantly in environmental

policies in most countries, the lead responsibility for a SDS has been given

to the Minister for Environment: This applies to those countries that started

early with SD policies and strategies.

PM lead: Germany, Sweden, Portugal, (Hungary)
Germany is the only country - as a relative latecomer - that from the 

9 NB: As change of government in 2004 has slowed down progress.

10 The first attempt was triggered by Rio+5, but failed.

Table 1: SDS adoption, review and SDC establishment (by order of first adoption of SDS or comparable policy)

Italic: no SDS yet in place

Bold: strong connection

SD strategy from SDS review SDC established

UK

1994 SDS 2004 2000

1999 2nd SDS (succeeding a Panel +

Roundtable for SD, since 1994)

Finland

(1990 report, 1995 report) 2003 1993

1998 SDS (progress report; 

full revision 

considered 

for 2005)

Sweden

1994-98 “green Sweden” 2004 Environment council from 1968; 

1999: Env. Quality Objectives SD consultation mechanism for 

2002 SDS LA 21

Ireland

1997 2002 1999

Belgium

2000 2003/04 1993 

(reinforced legal basis in 1997)

Germany

2002 2004/05 2001

Netherlands

NEPs: 1989, 1993, 1997, 2001 - no SD council,

2002/03 SD Action Program other councils engaged in SD:

RMNO, SER, (VROM-raad), (RLG)

Portugal

(NEP 1995) - 1998

SDS draft 2002; revision 

2003, new draft July 2004

Hungary

(NEP 1997, NEP-II 2003) PM - (governmental NCSD 1993-2002);

commitment / government Environment council OKT

decision to produce a draft (stakeholder type) since 1995

SDS by the end of 2004. SD council is aimed at in 2004

Postponed again to 2005/06
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I I Key  f indings:  Comparat ive  analysis  of

n ine  EU member  states

A Actors and Processes

As introduced above, and confirmed by existing national experiences, moving

towards SD policies requires considerable re-thinking and changes in gover-

nance styles.  Such shifts cannot be introduced top-down; they require time

for developing both within government and society.  Establishing high qual-

ity processes for SD is hence of paramount importance, and moving towards

SD is largely characterised as a “learning process”.

1 Government: SDS process, coordination and review
This chapter gives an overview of the state of national SD strategies, includ-

ing review or revisions and the linkage to the establishment of the SD coun-

cil (1.1).  It describes the horizontal coordination mechanism on the govern-

ment side (1.2), including the links to the SD council if applicable.  It shows

how reviews are undertaken and the role of indicators, objectives and

targets for that, and discusses attempts made to establish and maintain a

long-term perspective, including the role of Parliament (1.3).  It finally looks

at attempts at vertical coordination, i.e. the link to the local and regional

levels, and whether there is a more bottom-up or top-down approach.

Vertical coordination towards the EU is addressed in Chapter C.

1.1 SD strategies’ development
Table 1 confirms the common perception that UK, Finland and Sweden are

forerunner countries in SD policies, with the UK as the first country with an

‘explicit’ SD strategy also having promoted this instrument internationally.

With its clear and regular review system it is the only country currently revis-

ing its SDS for the 2nd time.  Finland and Sweden have seen early committed

policies for environmental, or ecological, sustainability, but only relatively

late a SD strategy.

The Netherlands have also been a forerunner in environmental policies, and

especially National Environmental Plans (‘NEP’), which in a way has caused

problems for moving towards a SDS.8

Ireland prepared a SD strategy relatively early with a focus on environmental

integration, which has been continued to date as the (environmental)

impacts of the strong economic growth of the 1990s need ongoing emphasis.

Belgium together with Finland and UK was the first country to establish a SD

council, but it took quite a while and one restructuring phase to reinforce its

status and establish a full architecture for the preparation of a SDS.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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8 Partly this has been caused by a wide-spread attitude that the NEPs could be considered as SDS (with the

flavour “we are doing all this anyhow”), and partly further development has been slowed down by a new

government starting 2002, what was felt as a political earthquake.
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beginning placed the lead responsibility in the chancellery (the PM office),

provided coordination capacity and installed a ‘green cabinet’ which is

prepared for by a group of State Secretaries11.  This lead responsibility is

considered as one of the key success factors for the SDS: Due to relatively

strong individual Ministers there is an underlying tendency to give up agreed

objectives of the SDS.  The overarching ‘guidance competence’ of the chan-

cellor has some potential to prevent that.  It is also assessed as positive, for

mutual reinforcement and implementing the strategy, that the SD council is

as well linked to the (head of the) chancellery.  Coordination between

Ministries via the green cabinet is assessed positively, and on the working

level mutual understanding has increased.

Sweden, and also Portugal, are powerful examples for a switch from a MinE

lead to a PM lead: In Portugal the steering capacity of the MinE, particularly

for setting priorities and strategy development, was considered as deficient

and the need for political weight realised.  Improving coordination between

Ministries will remain a challenging task in the future.  Sweden has a struc-

turally favourable situation for policy integration, as the individual Ministers

are comparably weak: there are only collective decisions (cabinet) - besides

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes

25
11 Top officials; UK term: “Permanent Secretary”.
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Table 2: Government: lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms

>

lead responsibility SDS endorsed by coordination mechanisms

Germany

PM office Cabinet Green Cabinet (supported by 

(chancellery) respective State Secretaries or senior 

civil servants)

Sweden

PM (office) / MinE Government and Coordination Unit in PM office

Parliament established early 2004

(previously: MinE leading a “delegation 

of Ministers”)

Portugal

PM office, technical Aimed: Government Previously: lead MinE; changed in 2003;

support MinE and Parliament future plan: “Strategic Mission Unit”

in PM office

Finland

PM (for SDC), “Council of State” Permanent network of civil 

otherwise MinE (Cabinet with servants of Ministries (led by MinE)

President)

Belgium

State Secretary for Federal Government Architecture:

SD under the (note: gov./coalition - ICDO (Interdepartmental Commission 

Minister for Budget agreement has SD, responsible for drafting),

(and ICDO) support of - TFSD (Task Force SD, responsible for 

Parliament, SDS not) reviewing),

- FRDO-CFDD (SDC, responsible for 

advice),

- since 2002 also: a horizontal unit 

“PODDO” overseeing implementation 

in Ministries and supporting ICDO, as 

well as

- “SD cells” within Ministries (both: the 

administrative part of Ministries; as 

opposed to the political part [the 

cabinets], which is now part of ICDO)

Hungary

MinE, PM Aimed: Parliament Government decision only since 

participating March 2004; not yet in place

Ireland

MinE Government Environmental network of government 

departments (lead by MinE)

Italic: no SDS yet in place

* questioned whether the “SD Action Program” is a SDS

lead responsibility SDS endorsed by coordination mechanisms

UK

MinE (SD unit) PM - Ministerial committee on the 

environment (ENV),

- Cabinet sub-committee of green 

Ministers (ENV(G)): started informally 

in 1997, was upgraded to the current 

status following elections in 2001,

both supported on the working level.

Netherlands*

MinE (Strategy Unit, Government Several inter-ministerial coordination 

national part) and groups (civil servants):

Min. of Foreign - “CPO” for the national module 

Affairs (MinE lead),

(international part) - Task Force SD for the international 

module,

as well as 

- coordination group for “transition 

processes” (in 4 Ministries): approach

for environmental integration laid out 

in the Env. Plan NEP 4
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Remarkably, Belgium passed a law for SD, which covers the institutional

framework and the provisions for the SDS.

The connection between the establishment of a SD council and the decision

to prepare a SDS is particularly strong in Germany and UK.  In other coun-

tries the connection has been made (more) explicit over time.

If no SDS (yet): Why not?
Portugal: Regarding the time of establishment of a SD council Portugal

ranges in the middle field, but preparing a SDS has seen challenges in

several respects: The lead responsibility of the Ministry of Environment was

not satisfactory, and moved later to the PM Office; tackling complexity has

been a difficult process; the way of stakeholder consultation and planned

process was not, or not clearly enough communicated.  As a consequence of

the deficiencies of earlier attempts, the PM early in 2004 called a team of

external advisors to prepare a new draft, including a (by then not yet

successful) identification of priority fields.  In July 2004 a new draft was

tabled, which is currently in the phase of stakeholder consultation, and

approval by government and Parliament is expected in March 20059.

Hungary: Some preparatory work for a SDS was done as input to the WSSD.

There was an inter-departmental forum (with limited academia and stake-

holder participation), operating on an ad-hoc basis from 1993 - 2002, which

terminated after the WSSD.  Since then it has been the aim to install a new

SD Commission with broad stakeholder participation.  This has not yet come

into place.  The recent government decision to produce a draft SDS by the

end of 2004 might give new momentum.

Overall, preparing a SDS was triggered by:
Rio: UK, Finland, Belgium (not successful, started then only five years

later), Sweden (here: national commitments for ecological sustain-

ability)

Rio + 5: Ireland

Rio + 10: Germany10, Netherlands (only partly successful), Portugal (first

attempts 2002, finalization 2004), Hungary (not successful, new

commitment for 2004, again postponed), Sweden (for first explicit

national SD strategy)

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
With the concept of SD having its origin predominantly in environmental

policies in most countries, the lead responsibility for a SDS has been given

to the Minister for Environment: This applies to those countries that started

early with SD policies and strategies.

PM lead: Germany, Sweden, Portugal, (Hungary)
Germany is the only country - as a relative latecomer - that from the 

9 NB: As change of government in 2004 has slowed down progress.

10 The first attempt was triggered by Rio+5, but failed.

Table 1: SDS adoption, review and SDC establishment (by order of first adoption of SDS or comparable policy)

Italic: no SDS yet in place

Bold: strong connection

SD strategy from SDS review SDC established

UK

1994 SDS 2004 2000

1999 2nd SDS (succeeding a Panel +

Roundtable for SD, since 1994)

Finland

(1990 report, 1995 report) 2003 1993

1998 SDS (progress report; 

full revision 

considered 

for 2005)

Sweden

1994-98 “green Sweden” 2004 Environment council from 1968; 

1999: Env. Quality Objectives SD consultation mechanism for 

2002 SDS LA 21

Ireland

1997 2002 1999

Belgium

2000 2003/04 1993 

(reinforced legal basis in 1997)

Germany

2002 2004/05 2001

Netherlands

NEPs: 1989, 1993, 1997, 2001 - no SD council,

2002/03 SD Action Program other councils engaged in SD:

RMNO, SER, (VROM-raad), (RLG)

Portugal

(NEP 1995) - 1998

SDS draft 2002; revision 

2003, new draft July 2004

Hungary

(NEP 1997, NEP-II 2003) PM - (governmental NCSD 1993-2002);

commitment / government Environment council OKT

decision to produce a draft (stakeholder type) since 1995

SDS by the end of 2004. SD council is aimed at in 2004

Postponed again to 2005/06



beginning placed the lead responsibility in the chancellery (the PM office),

provided coordination capacity and installed a ‘green cabinet’ which is

prepared for by a group of State Secretaries11.  This lead responsibility is

considered as one of the key success factors for the SDS: Due to relatively

strong individual Ministers there is an underlying tendency to give up agreed

objectives of the SDS.  The overarching ‘guidance competence’ of the chan-

cellor has some potential to prevent that.  It is also assessed as positive, for

mutual reinforcement and implementing the strategy, that the SD council is

as well linked to the (head of the) chancellery.  Coordination between

Ministries via the green cabinet is assessed positively, and on the working

level mutual understanding has increased.

Sweden, and also Portugal, are powerful examples for a switch from a MinE

lead to a PM lead: In Portugal the steering capacity of the MinE, particularly

for setting priorities and strategy development, was considered as deficient

and the need for political weight realised.  Improving coordination between

Ministries will remain a challenging task in the future.  Sweden has a struc-

turally favourable situation for policy integration, as the individual Ministers

are comparably weak: there are only collective decisions (cabinet) - besides

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes

27
11 Top officials; UK term: “Permanent Secretary”.
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Table 2: Government: lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms

>

lead responsibility SDS endorsed by coordination mechanisms

Germany

PM office Cabinet Green Cabinet (supported by 

(chancellery) respective State Secretaries or senior 

civil servants)

Sweden

PM (office) / MinE Government and Coordination Unit in PM office

Parliament established early 2004

(previously: MinE leading a “delegation 

of Ministers”)

Portugal

PM office, technical Aimed: Government Previously: lead MinE; changed in 2003;

support MinE and Parliament future plan: “Strategic Mission Unit”

in PM office

Finland

PM (for SDC), “Council of State” Permanent network of civil 

otherwise MinE (Cabinet with servants of Ministries (led by MinE)

President)

Belgium

State Secretary for Federal Government Architecture:

SD under the (note: gov./coalition - ICDO (Interdepartmental Commission 

Minister for Budget agreement has SD, responsible for drafting),

(and ICDO) support of - TFSD (Task Force SD, responsible for 

Parliament, SDS not) reviewing),

- FRDO-CFDD (SDC, responsible for 

advice),

- since 2002 also: a horizontal unit 

“PODDO” overseeing implementation 

in Ministries and supporting ICDO, as 

well as

- “SD cells” within Ministries (both: the 

administrative part of Ministries; as 

opposed to the political part [the 

cabinets], which is now part of ICDO)

Hungary

MinE, PM Aimed: Parliament Government decision only since 

participating March 2004; not yet in place

Ireland

MinE Government Environmental network of government 

departments (lead by MinE)

Italic: no SDS yet in place

* questioned whether the “SD Action Program” is a SDS

lead responsibility SDS endorsed by coordination mechanisms

UK

MinE (SD unit) PM - Ministerial committee on the 

environment (ENV),

- Cabinet sub-committee of green 

Ministers (ENV(G)): started informally 

in 1997, was upgraded to the current 

status following elections in 2001,

both supported on the working level.

Netherlands*

MinE (Strategy Unit, Government Several inter-ministerial coordination 

national part) and groups (civil servants):

Min. of Foreign - “CPO” for the national module 

Affairs (MinE lead),

(international part) - Task Force SD for the international 

module,

as well as 

- coordination group for “transition 

processes” (in 4 Ministries): approach

for environmental integration laid out 

in the Env. Plan NEP 4



beginning placed the lead responsibility in the chancellery (the PM office),

provided coordination capacity and installed a ‘green cabinet’ which is

prepared for by a group of State Secretaries11.  This lead responsibility is

considered as one of the key success factors for the SDS: Due to relatively

strong individual Ministers there is an underlying tendency to give up agreed

objectives of the SDS.  The overarching ‘guidance competence’ of the chan-

cellor has some potential to prevent that.  It is also assessed as positive, for

mutual reinforcement and implementing the strategy, that the SD council is

as well linked to the (head of the) chancellery.  Coordination between

Ministries via the green cabinet is assessed positively, and on the working

level mutual understanding has increased.

Sweden, and also Portugal, are powerful examples for a switch from a MinE

lead to a PM lead: In Portugal the steering capacity of the MinE, particularly

for setting priorities and strategy development, was considered as deficient

and the need for political weight realised.  Improving coordination between

Ministries will remain a challenging task in the future.  Sweden has a struc-

turally favourable situation for policy integration, as the individual Ministers

are comparably weak: there are only collective decisions (cabinet) - besides

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes

27
11 Top officials; UK term: “Permanent Secretary”.
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Table 2: Government: lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms

>

lead responsibility SDS endorsed by coordination mechanisms

Germany

PM office Cabinet Green Cabinet (supported by 

(chancellery) respective State Secretaries or senior 

civil servants)

Sweden

PM (office) / MinE Government and Coordination Unit in PM office

Parliament established early 2004

(previously: MinE leading a “delegation 

of Ministers”)

Portugal

PM office, technical Aimed: Government Previously: lead MinE; changed in 2003;

support MinE and Parliament future plan: “Strategic Mission Unit”

in PM office

Finland

PM (for SDC), “Council of State” Permanent network of civil 

otherwise MinE (Cabinet with servants of Ministries (led by MinE)

President)

Belgium

State Secretary for Federal Government Architecture:

SD under the (note: gov./coalition - ICDO (Interdepartmental Commission 

Minister for Budget agreement has SD, responsible for drafting),

(and ICDO) support of - TFSD (Task Force SD, responsible for 

Parliament, SDS not) reviewing),

- FRDO-CFDD (SDC, responsible for 

advice),

- since 2002 also: a horizontal unit 

“PODDO” overseeing implementation 

in Ministries and supporting ICDO, as 

well as

- “SD cells” within Ministries (both: the 

administrative part of Ministries; as 

opposed to the political part [the 

cabinets], which is now part of ICDO)

Hungary

MinE, PM Aimed: Parliament Government decision only since 

participating March 2004; not yet in place

Ireland

MinE Government Environmental network of government 

departments (lead by MinE)

Italic: no SDS yet in place

* questioned whether the “SD Action Program” is a SDS

lead responsibility SDS endorsed by coordination mechanisms

UK

MinE (SD unit) PM - Ministerial committee on the 

environment (ENV),

- Cabinet sub-committee of green 

Ministers (ENV(G)): started informally 

in 1997, was upgraded to the current 

status following elections in 2001,

both supported on the working level.

Netherlands*

MinE (Strategy Unit, Government Several inter-ministerial coordination 

national part) and groups (civil servants):

Min. of Foreign - “CPO” for the national module 

Affairs (MinE lead),

(international part) - Task Force SD for the international 

module,

as well as 

- coordination group for “transition 

processes” (in 4 Ministries): approach

for environmental integration laid out 

in the Env. Plan NEP 4



(and social economy) was (re-)established, now under the Minister for

Budget and Public Enterprise.  It will have to be seen how successful this

model works.  Overall, the highly developed architecture sees some overlap-

ping in responsibility, which might not enhance guidance in the future,

although it is expected that the change of membership in the ICDO will

improve this.  The picture gets even more intricate, when including the

complicated federal structure and sharing of competences (cf. ch. A.1.4).

MinE lead: UK, Ireland, Netherlands
UK is one of the early countries regarding SD policies, and has retained the

then typical lead of the MinE (here: Department for Environment, Food and

Rural Affairs, DEFRA).  The issue is not discussed pro-actively, and there is

no particular reason given: The Minister for Environment was not mentioned

as being against a move to the centre/higher level, which makes it most 

likely that the PM is not interested.  There are two coordination mechanisms,

one on the ‘top level’ of Ministers (the Ministerial Committee on the

Environment, ‘ENV’), and another on the working level (the Cabinet sub-

committee of Green (Junior) Ministers, ‘ENV(G)’14).  Relevant Ministries have

been asked to develop their ‘own’ SD ‘strategies’ or policies/measures,

which so far has been followed by only a few ones, and also with varying

evaluations.  Also, some integration attempts have taken place, e.g. a green-

ing the budget initiative with the Ministry of Finance.

In Ireland the lead of the MinE is partly perceived as deficient: So far it has

been more or less appropriate as the SDS still focuses on environmental

integration.  But even in this situation it is difficult to get other departments

committed.  The 2002 update of the SDS is criticised for not having taken a

more overarching approach.  On the other hand, in case of a lead of the PM

office (or the Ministry of Finance as key department) it is feared that a driv-

ing force would be missing.  The ‘small country’ effect (government officials

know each other; MinE used to be with transport, which is considered as

having been beneficial for integration) is considered as beneficial for cooper-

ation: For the 2002 review there was an ‘environmental network’ of

Ministries at the senior level of officials, chaired by the MinE.

The Netherlands had a phase with the PM’s lead responsibility, and the SDS

preparation was coordinated by an inter-ministerial group; but the former

was apparently done rather half-heartedly, and the latter was terminated by

a new government, which also gave the lead responsibility to the State 

Secretary15 for Environment in the MinE (here: Ministry for Housing, Spatial

Planning and Environment) in 2002.  The National Environment Plan of 2001

introduced ‘transition processes’ in three key sectors (agriculture, energy,

transport) and for biodiversity, which are also partly coordinated or

supported by the MinE.  Overall, there are coordination deficits, and the SDS

is not taken fully seriously.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes

29

14 ‘Junior Ministers’ (or ‘Secretaries of State’) in the UK are not part of the cabinet.  The ENV(G) mainly deals

with measures within government (e.g. procurement, relationship of departments regarding SD), and not so

much with policies.

15 The Dutch State Secretary is a “Junior Minister” in UK terminology, i.e. a Minister, who is not part of the

cabinet.  There is no cabinet-Minister for the Environment anymore in the Netherlands.
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day-to-day business; the Parliament is involved more often12.  Overall there

is a cooperative style of policy making, but nevertheless it was realised that

the commitment of other Ministries remained rather limited with a MinE

lead.  So, early in 2004 a coordination unit was established in the PM office,

composed of civil servants from the most relevant Ministries, who used to

have a cross-cutting and coordinating function already in their ‘home’-

Ministry.  As is usual practice, the PM delegated responsibility to the MinE,

though holding the overarching one.13

Hungary has also strongly aimed at a PM’s lead responsibility, which was

supported by the Environment Minister and the President of the Parliament,

and advised by the Environment Council, but it was decided differently.  This

situation reveals one precondition for a PM’s lead: It requires a certain

degree of personal commitment, which was apparently not given in Hungary,

and might in other countries take some time and/or the right person.

Regarding coordination between Ministries the inter-departmental forum has

likely laid a good ground for future cooperation mechanism for a SDS.

Partial lead of PM: Finland
Finland as an early country regarding SD in general has from the beginning

given an additional key responsibility to the PM (chairing the SD council) in

order to provide a direct link for all actors to the highest level, to give politi-

cal weight for SD policies and to increase visibility.  All reasons are consid-

ered as highly important, and the model as successful.  On the operational

level the responsibility though lies with the MinE, which is in Finland mainly

not seen as creating a bias: there is an overall cooperation culture among

Ministries and a ‘network secretariat’ for SD policies in place, though also

here it has proven difficult to get other Ministries committed.

Independent lead / State Secretary for SD responsible: Belgium
In Belgium there is a sophisticated architecture of shared and cooperative

responsibility: The managing responsibility for the Inter-departmental

Commission (ICDO, responsible for drafting) and the Task Force SD (responsi-

ble for reviewing) lies with an independent ‘planning office’.  The former has

recently seen changes in order to make it more ‘political’: it now has 

members from the Ministers’ cabinet, rather than civil servants from the

administration.  Additional cross-cutting mechanisms (elements of a matrix

organisation) have been installed for improving the implementation of the

SDS and supporting the ICDO.  A PM lead is considered as a desirable solu-

tion, but the former Minister for Environment and Sustainable Development

(widened remit) wished to keep the responsibility.  This reveals another pre-

requisite for a lead at the higher level: the Minister for Environment needs to

stand behind such a decision.  In 2004 the post of a State Secretary for SD

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes

28

12 besides proposed bills government also issues communications on policies, on which the Parliament may

comment.

13 A recent re-organisation of government (November 2004) broadened the MinE to “Ministry for Society

Planning and Environment”, with a (cabinet) Minister for each field.  The former portfolio now also

comprises sustainable development, i.e. the responsibility for SD moved to another Minister, but not to

another Ministry.  It remains to be seen how the relationship to the PM coordination unit will develop.
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(and social economy) was (re-)established, now under the Minister for

Budget and Public Enterprise.  It will have to be seen how successful this

model works.  Overall, the highly developed architecture sees some overlap-

ping in responsibility, which might not enhance guidance in the future,

although it is expected that the change of membership in the ICDO will

improve this.  The picture gets even more intricate, when including the

complicated federal structure and sharing of competences (cf. ch. A.1.4).

MinE lead: UK, Ireland, Netherlands
UK is one of the early countries regarding SD policies, and has retained the

then typical lead of the MinE (here: Department for Environment, Food and

Rural Affairs, DEFRA).  The issue is not discussed pro-actively, and there is

no particular reason given: The Minister for Environment was not mentioned

as being against a move to the centre/higher level, which makes it most 

likely that the PM is not interested.  There are two coordination mechanisms,

one on the ‘top level’ of Ministers (the Ministerial Committee on the

Environment, ‘ENV’), and another on the working level (the Cabinet sub-

committee of Green (Junior) Ministers, ‘ENV(G)’14).  Relevant Ministries have

been asked to develop their ‘own’ SD ‘strategies’ or policies/measures,

which so far has been followed by only a few ones, and also with varying

evaluations.  Also, some integration attempts have taken place, e.g. a green-

ing the budget initiative with the Ministry of Finance.

In Ireland the lead of the MinE is partly perceived as deficient: So far it has

been more or less appropriate as the SDS still focuses on environmental

integration.  But even in this situation it is difficult to get other departments

committed.  The 2002 update of the SDS is criticised for not having taken a

more overarching approach.  On the other hand, in case of a lead of the PM

office (or the Ministry of Finance as key department) it is feared that a driv-

ing force would be missing.  The ‘small country’ effect (government officials

know each other; MinE used to be with transport, which is considered as

having been beneficial for integration) is considered as beneficial for cooper-

ation: For the 2002 review there was an ‘environmental network’ of

Ministries at the senior level of officials, chaired by the MinE.

The Netherlands had a phase with the PM’s lead responsibility, and the SDS

preparation was coordinated by an inter-ministerial group; but the former

was apparently done rather half-heartedly, and the latter was terminated by

a new government, which also gave the lead responsibility to the State 

Secretary15 for Environment in the MinE (here: Ministry for Housing, Spatial

Planning and Environment) in 2002.  The National Environment Plan of 2001

introduced ‘transition processes’ in three key sectors (agriculture, energy,

transport) and for biodiversity, which are also partly coordinated or

supported by the MinE.  Overall, there are coordination deficits, and the SDS

is not taken fully seriously.
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14 ‘Junior Ministers’ (or ‘Secretaries of State’) in the UK are not part of the cabinet.  The ENV(G) mainly deals

with measures within government (e.g. procurement, relationship of departments regarding SD), and not so

much with policies.

15 The Dutch State Secretary is a “Junior Minister” in UK terminology, i.e. a Minister, who is not part of the

cabinet.  There is no cabinet-Minister for the Environment anymore in the Netherlands.
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day-to-day business; the Parliament is involved more often12.  Overall there

is a cooperative style of policy making, but nevertheless it was realised that

the commitment of other Ministries remained rather limited with a MinE

lead.  So, early in 2004 a coordination unit was established in the PM office,

composed of civil servants from the most relevant Ministries, who used to

have a cross-cutting and coordinating function already in their ‘home’-

Ministry.  As is usual practice, the PM delegated responsibility to the MinE,

though holding the overarching one.13

Hungary has also strongly aimed at a PM’s lead responsibility, which was

supported by the Environment Minister and the President of the Parliament,

and advised by the Environment Council, but it was decided differently.  This

situation reveals one precondition for a PM’s lead: It requires a certain

degree of personal commitment, which was apparently not given in Hungary,

and might in other countries take some time and/or the right person.

Regarding coordination between Ministries the inter-departmental forum has

likely laid a good ground for future cooperation mechanism for a SDS.

Partial lead of PM: Finland
Finland as an early country regarding SD in general has from the beginning

given an additional key responsibility to the PM (chairing the SD council) in

order to provide a direct link for all actors to the highest level, to give politi-

cal weight for SD policies and to increase visibility.  All reasons are consid-

ered as highly important, and the model as successful.  On the operational

level the responsibility though lies with the MinE, which is in Finland mainly

not seen as creating a bias: there is an overall cooperation culture among

Ministries and a ‘network secretariat’ for SD policies in place, though also

here it has proven difficult to get other Ministries committed.

Independent lead / State Secretary for SD responsible: Belgium
In Belgium there is a sophisticated architecture of shared and cooperative

responsibility: The managing responsibility for the Inter-departmental

Commission (ICDO, responsible for drafting) and the Task Force SD (responsi-

ble for reviewing) lies with an independent ‘planning office’.  The former has

recently seen changes in order to make it more ‘political’: it now has 

members from the Ministers’ cabinet, rather than civil servants from the

administration.  Additional cross-cutting mechanisms (elements of a matrix

organisation) have been installed for improving the implementation of the

SDS and supporting the ICDO.  A PM lead is considered as a desirable solu-

tion, but the former Minister for Environment and Sustainable Development

(widened remit) wished to keep the responsibility.  This reveals another pre-

requisite for a lead at the higher level: the Minister for Environment needs to

stand behind such a decision.  In 2004 the post of a State Secretary for SD

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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12 besides proposed bills government also issues communications on policies, on which the Parliament may

comment.

13 A recent re-organisation of government (November 2004) broadened the MinE to “Ministry for Society

Planning and Environment”, with a (cabinet) Minister for each field.  The former portfolio now also

comprises sustainable development, i.e. the responsibility for SD moved to another Minister, but not to

another Ministry.  It remains to be seen how the relationship to the PM coordination unit will develop.
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Summarised Assessment
In all countries where there is no lead at the ‘higher’ level there are difficul-

ties to get Ministries besides the traditionally engaged MinE committed; this

even applies to countries with a more cooperative style of policy making

(Finland, Sweden, and also Ireland), and even more strongly to those with a

more competitive style (e.g. Germany, Belgium, UK: somewhat different).

Greater political weight and visibility is an advantage of a PM lead, as is the

power to keep other Ministries committed to e.g. objectives and targets.

Countries with a MinE lead have more difficulties to overcome an environ-

mental bias, whereas in countries with a lead at the higher level it has

become more normal that SD is overarching, and the environment (Ministry)

remains a strong driving force.  Partly ongoing, partly already realised, it

becomes apparent that the SD agenda is more then the sum of the parts, 

and hence better coordination of individual policies is only a starting point.

For a SD council a PM lead is also favourable, as it is in such a situation also

linked to the highest level, which gives more authority for its own work.

1.3 Monitoring, reviewing and long-term perspective
The UK as the only country is currently undertaking a 2nd review; Ireland,

Sweden, Finland and Belgium have had one review round (and Germany

ongoing).  Mostly the SDSs have an explicit ‘term’ and foresee a review at

the end of the term.  Responsibility for reviews lies with the before-

mentioned lead mechanism (or shared, as in Belgium).

Sometimes reviews reconsider the priority fields (UK; in Germany and Sweden

there is a ‘mid-term review’ with priorities already in place in the original SDS),

but sometimes priorities are added, and the previous ones remain in place

(without clear reasoning why or why not: Finland and Ireland), and sometimes

a new strategy is prepared without reviewing the previous one (Belgium),

which typically formally stays in place; the latter also applies to Ireland and

Finland, and in Finland so far only a progress report was produced, with added

priority fields, but a full revision is currently considered (cf. Table 3).

Indicators, targets and timetables

There is a variety of constellations regarding whether there are quantified

targets (or only qualitative objectives) used, and whether there are indica-

tors in place to measure progress.

Often the SDS itself does not contain targets, but they are developed in 

sectoral programs that are meant to underpin the SDS, but which themselves

are not necessarily monitored in the SDS review.

The clearest system in this respect can be found in the UK, which also

invented the famous traffic light classification16, with a sophisticated set of

more than 130 indicators and 15 headline indicators across the SD dimen-

sions.  It seems to work well, and is considered as a pragmatic tool.

Experiences here are most likely valuable for other countries.  Some indica-

tors in the SDS have quantitative targets; other targets are only stated

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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16 Using ‘smileys’ for assessment of progress towards indicators: Green smiley faces are good, red

gloomy faces bad, and amber inscrutable faces in between.
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Table 3: SDS monitoring and review, - targets and indicators

Note: In Hungary and Portugal no SDS is yet in place; 

Applies;  Partly applies;  -- In the Netherlands the SD Action Program is not yet reviewed.

quantified evaluation revision of update, (slight) new SDS 
targets? with indicators? priorities shift of emphasis without review

UK

130 core ind.

15 headline ind.

Germany

(partly) 21 indicators (2nd set of (revised draft 

priorities was prior to 

already in place progress report)

in 2002 SDS)

Sweden

(qualitative 30 - 70 (new priority 

objectives, partly indicators Fields were 

with quantitative already part 

targets) of the 1st SDS)

Finland

(NB: reservations some indicators (gap analysis (former SDS

towards targets in place, not and new priority stays in place)

is currently used for fields added)

reconsidered) progress report

Ireland

(mostly EU + no full set of 

other indicators in (former SDS 

internationally place, some stays in place)

agreed targets; existing were 

national targets: used in 2002 

difficult) review

Belgium

(only EU + other no indicators 

internationally in place (EU SDS (former SDS 

agreed targets; priorities were stays in place)

national targets: adopted)

difficult)

Netherlands

(only EU + other no indicators in -- -- --

internationally place (expected 

agreed targets) end of 2005)
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Summarised Assessment
In all countries where there is no lead at the ‘higher’ level there are difficul-

ties to get Ministries besides the traditionally engaged MinE committed; this

even applies to countries with a more cooperative style of policy making

(Finland, Sweden, and also Ireland), and even more strongly to those with a

more competitive style (e.g. Germany, Belgium, UK: somewhat different).

Greater political weight and visibility is an advantage of a PM lead, as is the

power to keep other Ministries committed to e.g. objectives and targets.

Countries with a MinE lead have more difficulties to overcome an environ-

mental bias, whereas in countries with a lead at the higher level it has

become more normal that SD is overarching, and the environment (Ministry)

remains a strong driving force.  Partly ongoing, partly already realised, it

becomes apparent that the SD agenda is more then the sum of the parts, 

and hence better coordination of individual policies is only a starting point.

For a SD council a PM lead is also favourable, as it is in such a situation also

linked to the highest level, which gives more authority for its own work.

1.3 Monitoring, reviewing and long-term perspective
The UK as the only country is currently undertaking a 2nd review; Ireland,

Sweden, Finland and Belgium have had one review round (and Germany

ongoing).  Mostly the SDSs have an explicit ‘term’ and foresee a review at

the end of the term.  Responsibility for reviews lies with the before-

mentioned lead mechanism (or shared, as in Belgium).

Sometimes reviews reconsider the priority fields (UK; in Germany and Sweden

there is a ‘mid-term review’ with priorities already in place in the original SDS),

but sometimes priorities are added, and the previous ones remain in place

(without clear reasoning why or why not: Finland and Ireland), and sometimes

a new strategy is prepared without reviewing the previous one (Belgium),

which typically formally stays in place; the latter also applies to Ireland and

Finland, and in Finland so far only a progress report was produced, with added

priority fields, but a full revision is currently considered (cf. Table 3).

Indicators, targets and timetables

There is a variety of constellations regarding whether there are quantified

targets (or only qualitative objectives) used, and whether there are indica-

tors in place to measure progress.

Often the SDS itself does not contain targets, but they are developed in 

sectoral programs that are meant to underpin the SDS, but which themselves

are not necessarily monitored in the SDS review.

The clearest system in this respect can be found in the UK, which also

invented the famous traffic light classification16, with a sophisticated set of

more than 130 indicators and 15 headline indicators across the SD dimen-

sions.  It seems to work well, and is considered as a pragmatic tool.

Experiences here are most likely valuable for other countries.  Some indica-

tors in the SDS have quantitative targets; other targets are only stated
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Table 3: SDS monitoring and review, - targets and indicators

Note: In Hungary and Portugal no SDS is yet in place; 

Applies;  Partly applies;  -- In the Netherlands the SD Action Program is not yet reviewed.

quantified evaluation revision of update, (slight) new SDS 
targets? with indicators? priorities shift of emphasis without review

UK

130 core ind.

15 headline ind.

Germany

(partly) 21 indicators (2nd set of (revised draft 

priorities was prior to 

already in place progress report)

in 2002 SDS)

Sweden

(qualitative 30 - 70 (new priority 

objectives, partly indicators Fields were 

with quantitative already part 

targets) of the 1st SDS)

Finland

(NB: reservations some indicators (gap analysis (former SDS

towards targets in place, not and new priority stays in place)

is currently used for fields added)

reconsidered) progress report

Ireland

(mostly EU + no full set of 

other indicators in (former SDS 

internationally place, some stays in place)

agreed targets; existing were 

national targets: used in 2002 

difficult) review

Belgium

(only EU + other no indicators 

internationally in place (EU SDS (former SDS 

agreed targets; priorities were stays in place)

national targets: adopted)

difficult)

Netherlands

(only EU + other no indicators in -- -- --

internationally place (expected 

agreed targets) end of 2005)



Review terms of the SDS

In most countries the review terms were not questioned, though the practice

looks a bit different.  In UK, Germany, Sweden and Belgium there are clear

review terms (5, 2, 4 and 4 years respectively), and for the Dutch SD Action

program a more or less annual progress report is foreseen.  Belgium though

in 2003 adopted a new SDS without reviewing the previous one, which was

due to some difficulties in the architecture of responsibilities; the previous

SDS was also considered overall as too fuzzy, and hence a new approach was

chosen.  Also, an incoming new government triggered an earlier start of the

review, which was then produced without an ex-post evaluation of the previ-

ous one.  In Finland and Ireland there are no official review terms, but

progress reports were produced for the WSSD.

It seems unhelpful to the user when the previous SDS stays in place, particu-

larly when no reference is made, in review/progress reports, to what exactly

stays in place, where emphasis is shifted and why.

Long-term perspective of the SDS: link to government programmes and

role of national Parliaments

In UK, Germany and Sweden, long-term targets are considered as a useful instru-

ment, which is in line with the attitude towards targets in general.  Sweden has

the strongest set of environmental quality objectives with a 2020 time horizon,

whereas UK has a long-term CO2-reduction target (2050), and similarly Germany,

which makes the national CO2-target dependent on a EU target.

In Belgium there are thoughts on the need to have a long-term, 10-20 years,

SDS underpinned by ones with 4-year terms, linked to the government terms.

Also in Portugal the longer time horizon of 2015 is now proposed for the new

SDS (cf. draft SDS 2004).  In those two countries, as well as in Hungary, it is a

strong issue how to establish or maintain a long-term perspective: In all three

cases the SDS is rather strongly bound to government programs, which also

more or less applies to other countries, but there the political culture seems

to be more of a kind that does not easily allow dismantling of overarching

programs such as a SDS by a new government.  An influencing factor of

course is whether there have been government changes during the past

decade, and whether there is rather a consensus- or majority-style of democ-

racy: the former applies to the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands19,

and the latter in the other countries.  The former tends also to be related to

having (broader) coalition, or even minority governments, where then also the

Parliament tends to be more involved in the SD strategy (this applies particu-

larly in Sweden).  Hungary and Portugal both aim at endorsement of the SDS

by the Parliament in order to achieve more continuity for it.

The status of a SDS vis-à-vis a government program is a strong issue in

Belgium: At the most one can imagine the framework setting part of an SDS

to be more long-term than a government term.  It is considered as normal

that, with the entrance of a new government, the measures, or the entire

strategy, are reviewed and revised.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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sectorally, in so-called ‘public service agreements (PSAs)’, committed to by

an individual Ministry or sometimes jointly.  Progress reports on the SDS list

those PSAs in place, but do not link them to the indicators, and also do not

measure progress against them.  As no overview is provided it remains

unclear whether individual Ministries’ measure progress in their “own” SD

reports.

Germany follows this line with 21 key indicators across the SD dimensions in

place, and quantified targets when felt feasible.  The SDS evaluation report

(November 2004)monitors progress towards all qualitative and quantitative

objectives with indicators.17 It appears though not plausible that the govern-

ment revised its priority fields without having measured progress towards

the previous ones (cf. Table 3).

Sweden has a clear system of 15 Environmental Quality Objectives for 2020

(and some for public health), with 71 underpinning interim targets and

actions, and partly indicators allocated to them.  There is a systematic

review in place (also using the traffic light method).  The environmental

objectives became part of the SDS, where in other priority areas there are

objectives, but mostly not yet concrete targets (for health there are).

Overall, the link between targets and indicators is not yet complete, and the 

number of indicators is under debate.  For the SDS review 2004 indicators

were not yet used.

UK, Germany and Sweden are the only countries that consider quantitative

targets as a useful and/or powerful instrument; Portugal proposes such in

its draft SDS18, and Hungary would find this also important.

Finland has just finalised a review of its set of indicators.  The ones previ-

ously in place were not used for the progress report, and the lack of system-

atic objectives and underpinning quantitative targets is currently one reason

for considering a full revision of the SDS.

As the SDS in Ireland does not have a systematic monitoring system, there

are no general timetables.  Strategies and policies developed in the frame-

work of the SDS (or in reality independent from it, but referred to in the 2002

update document) typically have qualitative objectives, but rather few

national quantitative targets.  Some indicators were used for the 2002

update document, but there is no systematic approach yet.

Both the first SDS and the pre-draft for the new one in Belgium contain quali-

tative and partly quantitative objectives.  Indicators are not in place yet.

Most of the objectives are internationally agreed ones, and, as in Ireland and

the Netherlands, it is stated that ‘external’ targets are politically easier to

handle.  This applies similarly to Finland, where there is a greater reserva-

tion towards targets in general.  Finland and Belgium also tend to commit

only to international targets that are considered as feasible for the country,

and particularly in Finland an internationally binding target that challenges

industry was heavily criticised.  In The Netherlands it is aimed to develop

indicators by the end of 2005.
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Review terms of the SDS

In most countries the review terms were not questioned, though the practice

looks a bit different.  In UK, Germany, Sweden and Belgium there are clear

review terms (5, 2, 4 and 4 years respectively), and for the Dutch SD Action

program a more or less annual progress report is foreseen.  Belgium though

in 2003 adopted a new SDS without reviewing the previous one, which was

due to some difficulties in the architecture of responsibilities; the previous

SDS was also considered overall as too fuzzy, and hence a new approach was

chosen.  Also, an incoming new government triggered an earlier start of the

review, which was then produced without an ex-post evaluation of the previ-

ous one.  In Finland and Ireland there are no official review terms, but

progress reports were produced for the WSSD.

It seems unhelpful to the user when the previous SDS stays in place, particu-

larly when no reference is made, in review/progress reports, to what exactly

stays in place, where emphasis is shifted and why.

Long-term perspective of the SDS: link to government programmes and

role of national Parliaments

In UK, Germany and Sweden, long-term targets are considered as a useful instru-

ment, which is in line with the attitude towards targets in general.  Sweden has

the strongest set of environmental quality objectives with a 2020 time horizon,

whereas UK has a long-term CO2-reduction target (2050), and similarly Germany,

which makes the national CO2-target dependent on a EU target.

In Belgium there are thoughts on the need to have a long-term, 10-20 years,

SDS underpinned by ones with 4-year terms, linked to the government terms.

Also in Portugal the longer time horizon of 2015 is now proposed for the new

SDS (cf. draft SDS 2004).  In those two countries, as well as in Hungary, it is a

strong issue how to establish or maintain a long-term perspective: In all three

cases the SDS is rather strongly bound to government programs, which also

more or less applies to other countries, but there the political culture seems

to be more of a kind that does not easily allow dismantling of overarching

programs such as a SDS by a new government.  An influencing factor of

course is whether there have been government changes during the past

decade, and whether there is rather a consensus- or majority-style of democ-

racy: the former applies to the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands19,

and the latter in the other countries.  The former tends also to be related to

having (broader) coalition, or even minority governments, where then also the

Parliament tends to be more involved in the SD strategy (this applies particu-

larly in Sweden).  Hungary and Portugal both aim at endorsement of the SDS

by the Parliament in order to achieve more continuity for it.

The status of a SDS vis-à-vis a government program is a strong issue in

Belgium: At the most one can imagine the framework setting part of an SDS

to be more long-term than a government term.  It is considered as normal

that, with the entrance of a new government, the measures, or the entire

strategy, are reviewed and revised.
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sectorally, in so-called ‘public service agreements (PSAs)’, committed to by

an individual Ministry or sometimes jointly.  Progress reports on the SDS list

those PSAs in place, but do not link them to the indicators, and also do not

measure progress against them.  As no overview is provided it remains

unclear whether individual Ministries’ measure progress in their “own” SD

reports.

Germany follows this line with 21 key indicators across the SD dimensions in

place, and quantified targets when felt feasible.  The SDS evaluation report

(November 2004)monitors progress towards all qualitative and quantitative

objectives with indicators.17 It appears though not plausible that the govern-

ment revised its priority fields without having measured progress towards

the previous ones (cf. Table 3).

Sweden has a clear system of 15 Environmental Quality Objectives for 2020

(and some for public health), with 71 underpinning interim targets and

actions, and partly indicators allocated to them.  There is a systematic

review in place (also using the traffic light method).  The environmental

objectives became part of the SDS, where in other priority areas there are

objectives, but mostly not yet concrete targets (for health there are).

Overall, the link between targets and indicators is not yet complete, and the 

number of indicators is under debate.  For the SDS review 2004 indicators

were not yet used.

UK, Germany and Sweden are the only countries that consider quantitative

targets as a useful and/or powerful instrument; Portugal proposes such in

its draft SDS18, and Hungary would find this also important.

Finland has just finalised a review of its set of indicators.  The ones previ-

ously in place were not used for the progress report, and the lack of system-

atic objectives and underpinning quantitative targets is currently one reason

for considering a full revision of the SDS.

As the SDS in Ireland does not have a systematic monitoring system, there

are no general timetables.  Strategies and policies developed in the frame-

work of the SDS (or in reality independent from it, but referred to in the 2002

update document) typically have qualitative objectives, but rather few

national quantitative targets.  Some indicators were used for the 2002

update document, but there is no systematic approach yet.

Both the first SDS and the pre-draft for the new one in Belgium contain quali-

tative and partly quantitative objectives.  Indicators are not in place yet.

Most of the objectives are internationally agreed ones, and, as in Ireland and

the Netherlands, it is stated that ‘external’ targets are politically easier to

handle.  This applies similarly to Finland, where there is a greater reserva-

tion towards targets in general.  Finland and Belgium also tend to commit

only to international targets that are considered as feasible for the country,

and particularly in Finland an internationally binding target that challenges

industry was heavily criticised.  In The Netherlands it is aimed to develop

indicators by the end of 2005.
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In Ireland the monitoring system is not systematic, the priority fields are not

structured in a convincing architecture, and also only few quantitative

targets are in place, which altogether suggests that the approach is rather

too loose.  In the Netherlands there is the specific situation that the SD Action

program does not play a significant role, and represents rather a compilation

of what is going on anyhow.  The National Environment Plan in place has

qualitative long-term objectives, and the “transition processes” based on

this plan are inherently considered as learning processes.  Overall, an archi-

tecture and strategic approach is missing.

A rather traditional, and also state-centred, ‘planning’ attitude is found in

Portugal, where the previous National Environment Plan was not significantly

implemented.  For the SDS there is a two-step approach with the strategy

itself (“ENDS”) as a framework document with priorities and objectives, 

and a subsequent ‘plan of implementation’ (“PI-ENDS”) with measures.  In

Hungary it is also assessed that developing a SDS would focus on producing

a document, which may well lack means for implementation.  The previous

National Environment Plan was largely driven by EU accession, but imple-

mentation fell short because insufficient resources were allocated and no

institutional mechanism was established.

Belgium also has a planning tradition with e.g. a government agency called

“Bureau du Plan”, which is responsible for forecasts on the economic situa-

tion, and other policy fields.  The SDS approach is largely perceived as a

learning process, with an emphasis indeed on ‘getting the process right’.

The term “strategy” is used for the general approach (as policy cycle),

whereas the 4-year term document is called “SD plan” (cf. ch. Introduction).

It is aimed to improve the rather deficient architecture of priorities, objec-

tives and targets in the new SDS (2004/05).

In Germany the original approach of the government was considered as too

much state-/government-centred, with a national focus and rather traditional

‘planning’ attitude.  It succeeded then to shift the SDS towards more atten-

tion to societal ownership and the international dimension, and to introduce

the use of (quantitative) objectives, indicators and timetables.  Overall, a

realisation probably has started that SD is a learning process.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
In almost no country is there a systematic link between the national and the

regional or local levels, and the national SDS represents to only a very

limited extent a framework for regional or local ones.  Not surprisingly it is a

stronger issue in federal (or quasi-federal) countries:

• In Belgium the regions have not yet formulated SD strategies; the regions

are represented in the Inter-departmental Coordination Group (ICDO)

responsible for the federal SDS, and recently a new Working Group has

been established with the task of working towards a national SDS (i.e. a

joint/combined federal and regional one).
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Standing committees in Parliament, typically the environment committee (in

Finland also the ‘Committee for the future’), partly deal with the SD strategy,

but as these committees typically follow the sectoral organisation of govern-

ment they also face the overarching challenge.  In Ireland there used to be a

Parliament Committee for SD, which was re-placed by the Committee on

Environment, Heritage and Local Government in 200220.  In Germany very

recently one was established: It bears a different name than the standing

committees, expressing its different character.  In UK the Parliament estab-

lished an Environmental Audit Committee (EAC), which also considers how

government policies are contributing to SD and audits its performance

against related targets.  Sweden has a long tradition for an extensive system

of ‘comitology’, which is even called ‘the core of Swedish politics’; i.e. for

broader and more fundamental policies government establishes special

committees with Parliamentarian, expert and stakeholder composition.  For

the SDS though such a committee was not established21.

Approach for SD strategies

There seems to be a country-specific understanding of what a ‘strategy’ is,

which influences the approach to developing and implementing a SDS, in the

range from ‘planning’ to ‘learning’22 and its degree of detail.  For instance, the

use of indicators, targets and timetables in a way can be seen as an indication

of a more ‘planning’ approach, which might be too much ‘top-down’ and/or

might lack a strategic framework, typically when there are only sectoral targets

which are not well linked to overarching goals and objectives.  The more frame-

work-type SDS might represent the ‘learning’ approach, but may also indicate a

rather weak will for implementation, particularly when it lacks underpinning and

well linked objectives/targets and measures.  A strong ‘learning’ approach is

typically linked with emphasising “bottom-up”, and a focus on creating owner-

ship among all societal actors (cf. also ch. A.2), which is most dominant in

Finland.  This example also reveals that an emphasis on one end of the spectrum

falls short at least over time: Finland is now considering revising its SDS in order

to establish clearer objectives and targets, and link them more systematically

with measures.  Sweden similarly emphasises bottom-up and the local level, and

can be overall characterised as a well-balanced mix of ‘planning’, with strong

targets and long-term timetables, and flexibility, in terms of SDS as a ‘living

document’.  Also, a link to actions is in place, at least for the 15 Environmental

Quality Objectives for 2020, with underpinning interim targets and actions.  Also

the UK approach for SD seems a good balance between planning and flexibility,

with an emphasis on systematic follow-up of progress via the 15 headline indica-

tors.  The flexibility portion is reflected in a high number of different approaches

from many actors throughout all levels of government and society.  The contribu-

tion of different government departments though falls short in monitoring, and

progress is e.g. not measured in the SDS progress reports.
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20 Thus a “re-sectoralization”, following the lead responsibility of the MinE for the SDS.

21 Partly because there was already one dealing with “Agenda 21 and Habitat”, whose task was finalised with

the WSSD.  It had proposed that a “Forum for SD” should be established, which is now taken up by

government; but this will not be a ‘mixed-Parliamentarian committee’.

22 Cf. also Steurer and Martinuzzi (2004).
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In Ireland the monitoring system is not systematic, the priority fields are not

structured in a convincing architecture, and also only few quantitative

targets are in place, which altogether suggests that the approach is rather

too loose.  In the Netherlands there is the specific situation that the SD Action

program does not play a significant role, and represents rather a compilation

of what is going on anyhow.  The National Environment Plan in place has

qualitative long-term objectives, and the “transition processes” based on

this plan are inherently considered as learning processes.  Overall, an archi-

tecture and strategic approach is missing.

A rather traditional, and also state-centred, ‘planning’ attitude is found in

Portugal, where the previous National Environment Plan was not significantly

implemented.  For the SDS there is a two-step approach with the strategy

itself (“ENDS”) as a framework document with priorities and objectives, 

and a subsequent ‘plan of implementation’ (“PI-ENDS”) with measures.  In

Hungary it is also assessed that developing a SDS would focus on producing

a document, which may well lack means for implementation.  The previous

National Environment Plan was largely driven by EU accession, but imple-

mentation fell short because insufficient resources were allocated and no

institutional mechanism was established.

Belgium also has a planning tradition with e.g. a government agency called

“Bureau du Plan”, which is responsible for forecasts on the economic situa-

tion, and other policy fields.  The SDS approach is largely perceived as a

learning process, with an emphasis indeed on ‘getting the process right’.

The term “strategy” is used for the general approach (as policy cycle),

whereas the 4-year term document is called “SD plan” (cf. ch. Introduction).

It is aimed to improve the rather deficient architecture of priorities, objec-

tives and targets in the new SDS (2004/05).

In Germany the original approach of the government was considered as too

much state-/government-centred, with a national focus and rather traditional

‘planning’ attitude.  It succeeded then to shift the SDS towards more atten-

tion to societal ownership and the international dimension, and to introduce

the use of (quantitative) objectives, indicators and timetables.  Overall, a

realisation probably has started that SD is a learning process.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
In almost no country is there a systematic link between the national and the

regional or local levels, and the national SDS represents to only a very

limited extent a framework for regional or local ones.  Not surprisingly it is a

stronger issue in federal (or quasi-federal) countries:

• In Belgium the regions have not yet formulated SD strategies; the regions

are represented in the Inter-departmental Coordination Group (ICDO)

responsible for the federal SDS, and recently a new Working Group has

been established with the task of working towards a national SDS (i.e. a

joint/combined federal and regional one).
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Standing committees in Parliament, typically the environment committee (in

Finland also the ‘Committee for the future’), partly deal with the SD strategy,

but as these committees typically follow the sectoral organisation of govern-

ment they also face the overarching challenge.  In Ireland there used to be a

Parliament Committee for SD, which was re-placed by the Committee on

Environment, Heritage and Local Government in 200220.  In Germany very

recently one was established: It bears a different name than the standing

committees, expressing its different character.  In UK the Parliament estab-

lished an Environmental Audit Committee (EAC), which also considers how

government policies are contributing to SD and audits its performance

against related targets.  Sweden has a long tradition for an extensive system

of ‘comitology’, which is even called ‘the core of Swedish politics’; i.e. for

broader and more fundamental policies government establishes special

committees with Parliamentarian, expert and stakeholder composition.  For

the SDS though such a committee was not established21.

Approach for SD strategies

There seems to be a country-specific understanding of what a ‘strategy’ is,

which influences the approach to developing and implementing a SDS, in the

range from ‘planning’ to ‘learning’22 and its degree of detail.  For instance, the

use of indicators, targets and timetables in a way can be seen as an indication

of a more ‘planning’ approach, which might be too much ‘top-down’ and/or

might lack a strategic framework, typically when there are only sectoral targets

which are not well linked to overarching goals and objectives.  The more frame-

work-type SDS might represent the ‘learning’ approach, but may also indicate a

rather weak will for implementation, particularly when it lacks underpinning and

well linked objectives/targets and measures.  A strong ‘learning’ approach is

typically linked with emphasising “bottom-up”, and a focus on creating owner-

ship among all societal actors (cf. also ch. A.2), which is most dominant in

Finland.  This example also reveals that an emphasis on one end of the spectrum

falls short at least over time: Finland is now considering revising its SDS in order

to establish clearer objectives and targets, and link them more systematically

with measures.  Sweden similarly emphasises bottom-up and the local level, and

can be overall characterised as a well-balanced mix of ‘planning’, with strong

targets and long-term timetables, and flexibility, in terms of SDS as a ‘living

document’.  Also, a link to actions is in place, at least for the 15 Environmental

Quality Objectives for 2020, with underpinning interim targets and actions.  Also

the UK approach for SD seems a good balance between planning and flexibility,

with an emphasis on systematic follow-up of progress via the 15 headline indica-

tors.  The flexibility portion is reflected in a high number of different approaches

from many actors throughout all levels of government and society.  The contribu-

tion of different government departments though falls short in monitoring, and

progress is e.g. not measured in the SDS progress reports.
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level vertical coordination mechanisms

Finland

Regional (admin.) 5 (state) provincial administrations; 13 regional environ-

mental centres (under the MinE)

Local No “streamlining” in the sense of framework setting: all

stakeholders are involved and are asked for ownership

and own action; achievement of coherence through 

consultation / learning processes

Sweden

Regional No independent regional level, but regional government

authorities, which were consulted for the SDS 2002

Local Bottom-up approach: LA 21 plays a strong role (and came

first), one third have their own SD action plan; national

SDS is seen as a background paper

UK (3 devolved governments)*

Devolved Governments Have their own SD policies or strategies (Wales: Novem-

ber 2000, Scotland: April 2002, Northern Ireland: to be

published in 2004); review of “national” SDS has tried to

link with devolved SDSs

Regional Development RDAs develop their Regional SD Frameworks, combining 

Agencies (RDA, admin.) regional and national priorities (evaluation would be 

necessary)

Local LA 21 was strong after 1992, then slowed down, now again

demand for “communities strategies” (Local Government

Act of 2000), but the link to national SDS is not as much

as would be desirable

Belgium (federal)

Regional (Regions) Ongoing discussion about federal competence: rather

tense relation to regional level seems to improve: regions

have not completed their own SDSs, and it is aimed to

move towards a “national” SDS effective for both federal

level and the regions

Local Some links between the regional and local level with

social and environmental programmes, none between 

the federal (only SDS so far) and the local one.  LA 21

processes do not play an important role

level vertical coordination mechanisms

Germany (federal)*

Regional (Laender) As SDS mainly addresses fields with federal competence,

no formal consultation mechanism is established.  The

Laender were consulted for national SDS, but little

response; will face implementation problems in policy

fields where federal competence is more limited than in

others.  Laender are encouraged to develop own SDSs

Local LA 21 initiatives exist broadly; the link to the national SDS

is considered as not sufficient

Ireland

Regional (admin.) Regional authorities are responsible for the regionalisa-

tion of the SDS and shall develop regional programmes,

which has not happened yet

Local Local authorities were asked in 1997 to start LA 21

processes, but the results have been very limited; national

actors feel that the national SDS does not function suffi-

ciently as a framework; problems with land use planning

system

Netherlands

Regional (provinces) 12 provinces [no information gathered] 

Local LA 21 used to be more important than nowadays; still

many “green” municipalities (also involved in government

project for CSR); very weak links between the levels, at

least not in the framework of the SD Action program

Portugal

Regional (admin.) (In the other 5 regions there is no significant level of 

plus two autonomous administration)

regions

Local “Environmental Plans” organized by municipalities; 

very few LA 21 initiatives (in general no bottom-up

approaches); 

link of national level to local almost not existing: 

significant tension about budget distribution

Hungary

Regional (admin.) No SD activities; regional administrations deal with 

project-related problems in the environment field

Local No LA 21 initiatives

Table 4: Link to the regional and local level (in the order of strongest regional/local level)

italic: no SDS (yet)

* UK and Germany use the term “national” SDS, which in Germany is a “federal” one; in the UK there is a

situation of ‘assymetric devolution’, with Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland as devolved governments

(but no federal system); in Belgium the difference is an important issue, and a “national” SDS, as it is

aimed to develop, would be also endorsed by the regions.
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level vertical coordination mechanisms

Finland

Regional (admin.) 5 (state) provincial administrations; 13 regional environ-

mental centres (under the MinE)

Local No “streamlining” in the sense of framework setting: all

stakeholders are involved and are asked for ownership

and own action; achievement of coherence through 

consultation / learning processes

Sweden

Regional No independent regional level, but regional government

authorities, which were consulted for the SDS 2002

Local Bottom-up approach: LA 21 plays a strong role (and came

first), one third have their own SD action plan; national

SDS is seen as a background paper

UK (3 devolved governments)*

Devolved Governments Have their own SD policies or strategies (Wales: Novem-

ber 2000, Scotland: April 2002, Northern Ireland: to be

published in 2004); review of “national” SDS has tried to

link with devolved SDSs

Regional Development RDAs develop their Regional SD Frameworks, combining 

Agencies (RDA, admin.) regional and national priorities (evaluation would be 

necessary)

Local LA 21 was strong after 1992, then slowed down, now again

demand for “communities strategies” (Local Government

Act of 2000), but the link to national SDS is not as much

as would be desirable

Belgium (federal)

Regional (Regions) Ongoing discussion about federal competence: rather

tense relation to regional level seems to improve: regions

have not completed their own SDSs, and it is aimed to

move towards a “national” SDS effective for both federal

level and the regions

Local Some links between the regional and local level with

social and environmental programmes, none between 

the federal (only SDS so far) and the local one.  LA 21

processes do not play an important role

level vertical coordination mechanisms

Germany (federal)*

Regional (Laender) As SDS mainly addresses fields with federal competence,

no formal consultation mechanism is established.  The

Laender were consulted for national SDS, but little

response; will face implementation problems in policy

fields where federal competence is more limited than in

others.  Laender are encouraged to develop own SDSs

Local LA 21 initiatives exist broadly; the link to the national SDS

is considered as not sufficient

Ireland

Regional (admin.) Regional authorities are responsible for the regionalisa-

tion of the SDS and shall develop regional programmes,

which has not happened yet

Local Local authorities were asked in 1997 to start LA 21

processes, but the results have been very limited; national

actors feel that the national SDS does not function suffi-

ciently as a framework; problems with land use planning

system

Netherlands

Regional (provinces) 12 provinces [no information gathered] 

Local LA 21 used to be more important than nowadays; still

many “green” municipalities (also involved in government

project for CSR); very weak links between the levels, at

least not in the framework of the SD Action program

Portugal

Regional (admin.) (In the other 5 regions there is no significant level of 

plus two autonomous administration)

regions

Local “Environmental Plans” organized by municipalities; 

very few LA 21 initiatives (in general no bottom-up

approaches); 

link of national level to local almost not existing: 

significant tension about budget distribution

Hungary

Regional (admin.) No SD activities; regional administrations deal with 

project-related problems in the environment field

Local No LA 21 initiatives

Table 4: Link to the regional and local level (in the order of strongest regional/local level)

italic: no SDS (yet)

* UK and Germany use the term “national” SDS, which in Germany is a “federal” one; in the UK there is a

situation of ‘assymetric devolution’, with Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland as devolved governments

(but no federal system); in Belgium the difference is an important issue, and a “national” SDS, as it is

aimed to develop, would be also endorsed by the regions.
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• In the federal Germany the ‘Laender’ were consulted for the national

SDS, but with only little response.  Improving this link will be a challenge

for the future, as the SDS will face quite some implementation problems

in policy fields where federal competence is more limited than in others

(e.g. the target of reducing land use and consumption for construction).

• The UK has undertaken quite some efforts in the course of its current

SDS review to link the national strategy with ones previously developed,

or being developed, in the devolved regions (Wales, Scotland, Northern

Ireland).

The other countries typically have a regional level of government administra-

tion, but only in Sweden has this been involved in the preparation of the

national SDS.  Sweden and Finland are the two countries that most consider

the regional, and especially the local level as important, which is in line with

their overall bottom-up approach.  In Finland this is represented to the high-

est extent, and around 80% of the municipalities have Local Agenda 21

processes installed.  Also in Sweden LA 21 processes have traditionally been

supported and fostered, including a significant government grant in the

1990s, which is considered as very successful.  The preparation of the

national SDS though was more government centred.  In both countries the

bottom-up approach also reflected a generally high extent of stakeholder

involvement (cf. ch. A.2).  LA 21 processes also take place to significant

extents in UK and Germany: in the UK activities have slowed down since the

late 1990s but SD may be refreshed by the legal requirement to develop

“community strategies”.  In both countries the link to the national SDS is

considered as deficient, but in UK more emphasis has been put on improve-

ment than in Germany so far.  Here the federal government since 2001 has

been financing two small agencies with the task to facilitating the exchange

of experience between LA 21 initiatives.

In Ireland a request of the government (in 1997 already) that local authori-

ties should establish LA 21 was not followed very much, and there is criti-

cism that the government funded this intention poorly.  LA 21 Guidelines,

issued by MinE in 2001, pointed to new opportunities, but implementation

has remained low.  In general Ireland is characterised as being rather

centralised.  The local authorities though adopt local development plans,

and there is no regular system of checks or approval by a higher level, which

has caused problems of implementing national (planning) strategies and its

SD elements.23

In the Netherlands there are still several municipalities, and also a few

provinces, rather committed to environmental policies, but the association of

local municipalities states that SD is not a priority issue anymore. This

picture reflects the overall relatively weak commitment to a SD strategy and

policies in the Netherlands.  Regarding the SD Action plan there are no links

between the levels, but based on other government programs, e.g. the transi-

tion processes and the ‘sustainable business’ initiative, projects are going on.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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Both in Hungary and in Portugal there are almost no LA 21 initiatives.  Both

countries are also rather centralised.  In Portugal the regional level, besides

the autonomous regions, plays a very small role, and there are significant

tensions between the central government and municipalities regarding 

budget distribution.  Particularly threatening for SD policies is the fact that

the main income for local authorities stems from a building tax, which leads

to the issuance of too many building permits and hence an uncontrolled

development sprawl, particularly at the coast.  In Hungary regional and local

authorities are so far mainly dealing with project-related problems, e.g. the

location of waste incineration plants.

2 Non-governmental actors
Since Agenda 21 for SD policies, and in general in “modern” democracies,

the involvement of non-governmental actors, referred to as ‘stakeholders’

and/or ‘civil society’24, is considered as important in order to create owner-

ship and hence improve the implementation of policies and/or strategies.

The role of non-governmental actors in SD processes does not differ from

their role in policy-making or program development in general.  Variables in

this respect are 

a the attitude of government towards stakeholder involvement/consultation,

b the degree to which civil society is organised,

c the degree of corporatist tradition of a country, i.e. how strongly the

social-economic partnerships are organised and influential.

All three aspects often have mutual interdependencies.  For example, a

strong corporatist tradition might hamper other civil society organisations

from getting established and heard; the more civil society is organised, the

more governments are open for dialogue.  Table 5 gives an overview of these

variables.

Governments’ attitude towards stakeholder consultation and/or involvement

ranges from fairly “closed shop”, which also causes deficient information

flow, to a situation where stakeholder consultation is very “normal” and

conducted on a regular basis with different styles and means (cf. ch. A.2.2

below).  Governments are most reluctant to dialogue in Hungary and

Portugal, and in both countries the information flow from Ministries to non-

governmental actors is criticised as deficient.  In both countries this situa-

tion also correlates with a rather low degree of organisation of civil society,

and also more or less the social partners25.  It is though a positive indicator

that, in both countries, the government has established an independent

stakeholder council as a means of improving the link to non-governmental

24 The former having more the notion of an interest or lobby group (mostly well organised and fairly powerful,

which includes the traditional stakeholders of the social partners), whereas the latter rather refers to a

grassroots type of movement (which might then also become well organised and powerful, and might

represent a specific interest or more a ‘common interest’ of e.g. a region).

25 The latter does not apply to trade unions in Portugal; on the business side it seems that rather individual

companies have strong lines into government, whereas the business associations, which represent small

and medium sized companies, do not.
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• In the federal Germany the ‘Laender’ were consulted for the national

SDS, but with only little response.  Improving this link will be a challenge

for the future, as the SDS will face quite some implementation problems

in policy fields where federal competence is more limited than in others

(e.g. the target of reducing land use and consumption for construction).

• The UK has undertaken quite some efforts in the course of its current

SDS review to link the national strategy with ones previously developed,

or being developed, in the devolved regions (Wales, Scotland, Northern

Ireland).

The other countries typically have a regional level of government administra-

tion, but only in Sweden has this been involved in the preparation of the

national SDS.  Sweden and Finland are the two countries that most consider

the regional, and especially the local level as important, which is in line with

their overall bottom-up approach.  In Finland this is represented to the high-

est extent, and around 80% of the municipalities have Local Agenda 21

processes installed.  Also in Sweden LA 21 processes have traditionally been

supported and fostered, including a significant government grant in the

1990s, which is considered as very successful.  The preparation of the

national SDS though was more government centred.  In both countries the

bottom-up approach also reflected a generally high extent of stakeholder

involvement (cf. ch. A.2).  LA 21 processes also take place to significant

extents in UK and Germany: in the UK activities have slowed down since the

late 1990s but SD may be refreshed by the legal requirement to develop

“community strategies”.  In both countries the link to the national SDS is

considered as deficient, but in UK more emphasis has been put on improve-

ment than in Germany so far.  Here the federal government since 2001 has

been financing two small agencies with the task to facilitating the exchange

of experience between LA 21 initiatives.

In Ireland a request of the government (in 1997 already) that local authori-

ties should establish LA 21 was not followed very much, and there is criti-

cism that the government funded this intention poorly.  LA 21 Guidelines,

issued by MinE in 2001, pointed to new opportunities, but implementation

has remained low.  In general Ireland is characterised as being rather

centralised.  The local authorities though adopt local development plans,

and there is no regular system of checks or approval by a higher level, which

has caused problems of implementing national (planning) strategies and its

SD elements.23

In the Netherlands there are still several municipalities, and also a few

provinces, rather committed to environmental policies, but the association of

local municipalities states that SD is not a priority issue anymore. This

picture reflects the overall relatively weak commitment to a SD strategy and

policies in the Netherlands.  Regarding the SD Action plan there are no links

between the levels, but based on other government programs, e.g. the transi-

tion processes and the ‘sustainable business’ initiative, projects are going on.
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Both in Hungary and in Portugal there are almost no LA 21 initiatives.  Both

countries are also rather centralised.  In Portugal the regional level, besides

the autonomous regions, plays a very small role, and there are significant

tensions between the central government and municipalities regarding 

budget distribution.  Particularly threatening for SD policies is the fact that

the main income for local authorities stems from a building tax, which leads

to the issuance of too many building permits and hence an uncontrolled

development sprawl, particularly at the coast.  In Hungary regional and local

authorities are so far mainly dealing with project-related problems, e.g. the

location of waste incineration plants.

2 Non-governmental actors
Since Agenda 21 for SD policies, and in general in “modern” democracies,

the involvement of non-governmental actors, referred to as ‘stakeholders’

and/or ‘civil society’24, is considered as important in order to create owner-

ship and hence improve the implementation of policies and/or strategies.

The role of non-governmental actors in SD processes does not differ from

their role in policy-making or program development in general.  Variables in

this respect are 

a the attitude of government towards stakeholder involvement/consultation,

b the degree to which civil society is organised,

c the degree of corporatist tradition of a country, i.e. how strongly the

social-economic partnerships are organised and influential.

All three aspects often have mutual interdependencies.  For example, a

strong corporatist tradition might hamper other civil society organisations

from getting established and heard; the more civil society is organised, the

more governments are open for dialogue.  Table 5 gives an overview of these

variables.

Governments’ attitude towards stakeholder consultation and/or involvement

ranges from fairly “closed shop”, which also causes deficient information

flow, to a situation where stakeholder consultation is very “normal” and

conducted on a regular basis with different styles and means (cf. ch. A.2.2

below).  Governments are most reluctant to dialogue in Hungary and

Portugal, and in both countries the information flow from Ministries to non-

governmental actors is criticised as deficient.  In both countries this situa-

tion also correlates with a rather low degree of organisation of civil society,

and also more or less the social partners25.  It is though a positive indicator

that, in both countries, the government has established an independent

stakeholder council as a means of improving the link to non-governmental

24 The former having more the notion of an interest or lobby group (mostly well organised and fairly powerful,

which includes the traditional stakeholders of the social partners), whereas the latter rather refers to a

grassroots type of movement (which might then also become well organised and powerful, and might

represent a specific interest or more a ‘common interest’ of e.g. a region).

25 The latter does not apply to trade unions in Portugal; on the business side it seems that rather individual

companies have strong lines into government, whereas the business associations, which represent small

and medium sized companies, do not.



running multi-nationals like in the Netherlands, where also the finance

sector is very active.  Only in Finland and Germany it was the

Industry/Employers’ Federation getting committed: In the former case in

1995 with issuing a strategic policy called “Know-how partnership and eco-

competitiveness” and in Germany with initiating “Econsense” (2000), a

Forum for SD, which was joined by 19 multi-nationals, as a centre of compe-

tence for experience and knowledge, an opinion former and a platform for

dialogue between business, politics and society.  In Belgium there is a social

label, a “Business and 

Society Network” and also a ‘popular’ website for SD, which also covers

business and SD.  In Ireland recently a non-profit organisation “Business in

the Community - Ireland” was founded as service for business regarding CSR

Policy & Practice Development, Employer Supported Volunteering and

Educational Partnerships, which is so far supported by 21 major companies.

The Swedish government established the Swedish Environmental Technology

Centre, which is meant to advise small and medium sized companies.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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actors (cf. ch. A.3 below).26 In the other countries governments’ attitude is -

at least at present - rather open, including towards ‘younger’ types of civil

society organizations.  The Scandinavian countries and the UK lead the

range, the former having a strong bottom-up approach for policy-making and

the UK and Finland with a strong tradition for self-organisation of society.  In

Sweden there is a system of numerous committees for certain policy ques-

tions, composed of government/parliament and non-governmental actors,

which is even called the “core of Swedish politics”.  Belgium, Ireland and the

Netherlands have a corporatist tradition, which is also reflected in institu-

tionalised social partnerships (in the form of a social-economic council, cf.

ch. A.3.2 below), which has caused some difficulties in involving other civil

society organisations in SD policies in the former two countries27.  Germany

is also typically characterised as corporatist, but the strong development of

other civil society organisations since the 1970s has meanwhile led to

broader involvement and consultation.  The latter also applies to Belgium

and the Netherlands (and of course also to Finland, Sweden and the UK).

Overall, the degree of stakeholder involvement to some extent also reflects

how much the attitude towards SD strategies lies at the state-centred end of

the spectrum, or at the ownership end.  Finland has the strongest emphasis

on the bottom-up approach as key for creating ownership, followed by

Sweden, where the local level is considered as very important, and a govern-

ment initiative for funding local SD projects is assessed as being a key

success factor.  In contrast, Portugal and Hungary have a quite state-centred

political culture, and all other countries lie in between.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility
Besides the LA 21 initiatives, dealt with in chapter 1.4, the most important

other framework for SD on the non-governmental side is the Corporate Social

Responsibility (CSR) approach of the business sector.

Where it plays a role the concept of CSR is considered as implementing SD

on the company level, with a focus on either the social (and global) dimen-

sion (Belgium), or environmental sustainability (Finland), or a combination of

both (Germany).  In the UK there is a long history of engaging business,

including advice to small firms, on environmental issues; more recently the

focus has broadened to include social issues (the ‘triple bottom line’).

In Finland and Germany, and partly the Netherlands, CSR plays the strongest

role, followed by Sweden, Belgium, and Ireland evolving.  In Portugal the

concept is only take up in some exceptional cases, and in Hungary it does

not play a role.  In each country it tends to be individual companies that are

engaged, and almost only the larger ones.  Among those there are front-

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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26 As distinct from other countries, including many of the new member states, which tend to have a

government led and/or dominated SD council, if they have one at all (cf. Introduction).

27 In Belgium the development towards broader involvement seems more advanced now.  In Ireland the

problem seems to lie more in the fact that civil society is less organised (social NGOs are rather well

organised and have access to government committees, whereas environmental NGOs appear more

ragemented) .  The Netherlands have a strong social-economic council, but both the rather consensus-style

of policy-making, and civil society organisations (particularly environmental groups) being well organised

and high in numbers, have led to broad involvement of the whole range of non-governmental actors.
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Table 5: Variables influencing the role of non-governmental actors (in nine EU countries)

Applies;  Applies to a lesser extent / variable has changed or changes / not so significant; 

no bullet: The opposite tends to apply

Attitude of Bottom-up Corporatist Social-economic High degree of
government: approach tradition Council organisation of

open civil society

Finland

Sweden

UK

Netherlands

Belgium

Germany

Ireland

Portugal

Hungary



running multi-nationals like in the Netherlands, where also the finance

sector is very active.  Only in Finland and Germany it was the

Industry/Employers’ Federation getting committed: In the former case in

1995 with issuing a strategic policy called “Know-how partnership and eco-

competitiveness” and in Germany with initiating “Econsense” (2000), a

Forum for SD, which was joined by 19 multi-nationals, as a centre of compe-

tence for experience and knowledge, an opinion former and a platform for

dialogue between business, politics and society.  In Belgium there is a social

label, a “Business and 

Society Network” and also a ‘popular’ website for SD, which also covers

business and SD.  In Ireland recently a non-profit organisation “Business in

the Community - Ireland” was founded as service for business regarding CSR

Policy & Practice Development, Employer Supported Volunteering and

Educational Partnerships, which is so far supported by 21 major companies.

The Swedish government established the Swedish Environmental Technology

Centre, which is meant to advise small and medium sized companies.
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actors (cf. ch. A.3 below).26 In the other countries governments’ attitude is -

at least at present - rather open, including towards ‘younger’ types of civil

society organizations.  The Scandinavian countries and the UK lead the

range, the former having a strong bottom-up approach for policy-making and

the UK and Finland with a strong tradition for self-organisation of society.  In

Sweden there is a system of numerous committees for certain policy ques-

tions, composed of government/parliament and non-governmental actors,

which is even called the “core of Swedish politics”.  Belgium, Ireland and the

Netherlands have a corporatist tradition, which is also reflected in institu-

tionalised social partnerships (in the form of a social-economic council, cf.

ch. A.3.2 below), which has caused some difficulties in involving other civil

society organisations in SD policies in the former two countries27.  Germany

is also typically characterised as corporatist, but the strong development of

other civil society organisations since the 1970s has meanwhile led to

broader involvement and consultation.  The latter also applies to Belgium

and the Netherlands (and of course also to Finland, Sweden and the UK).

Overall, the degree of stakeholder involvement to some extent also reflects

how much the attitude towards SD strategies lies at the state-centred end of

the spectrum, or at the ownership end.  Finland has the strongest emphasis

on the bottom-up approach as key for creating ownership, followed by

Sweden, where the local level is considered as very important, and a govern-

ment initiative for funding local SD projects is assessed as being a key

success factor.  In contrast, Portugal and Hungary have a quite state-centred

political culture, and all other countries lie in between.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility
Besides the LA 21 initiatives, dealt with in chapter 1.4, the most important

other framework for SD on the non-governmental side is the Corporate Social

Responsibility (CSR) approach of the business sector.

Where it plays a role the concept of CSR is considered as implementing SD

on the company level, with a focus on either the social (and global) dimen-

sion (Belgium), or environmental sustainability (Finland), or a combination of

both (Germany).  In the UK there is a long history of engaging business,

including advice to small firms, on environmental issues; more recently the

focus has broadened to include social issues (the ‘triple bottom line’).

In Finland and Germany, and partly the Netherlands, CSR plays the strongest

role, followed by Sweden, Belgium, and Ireland evolving.  In Portugal the

concept is only take up in some exceptional cases, and in Hungary it does

not play a role.  In each country it tends to be individual companies that are

engaged, and almost only the larger ones.  Among those there are front-
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problem seems to lie more in the fact that civil society is less organised (social NGOs are rather well

organised and have access to government committees, whereas environmental NGOs appear more
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3 SD and other councils
From the participating countries there are six with a well-established and

functioning SD council: Belgium, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Portugal, UK.

With the exception of the Finnish FNCSD they share similar roles, functions,

and mainly also work-style: They are meant to provide a link between

government and stakeholders, foster dialogue of stakeholders ‘among each

other’, operate as or develop a deliberative style, and increase the visibility

of the SD concept.  With this think-tank format the members are typically

asked to act on the basis of their expert and stakeholder background, and

not to negotiate the positions of their home organisations.  The Belgian

FRDO-CFDD has the most representational character, and has moved over

time from a negotiation to a more deliberative style.

The FNCSD in contrast is a platform for dialogue between government and

stakeholders, and provides an opportunity for stakeholders to directly

address the Prime Minister and other key Ministers.  In the case of the other

councils this dialogue with government mainly comes on top of the council’s

work, i.e. collective advice or recommendations for e.g. agenda setting are

discussed with government, whereas in the Finnish case stakeholders tend

to represent their organisation, though some dialogue among stakeholders

also takes place.

The Netherlands has a wide variety of advisory councils, which deal with the

SD agenda from different angles, incl. a social-economic council (SER) with a

SD Working Group.  The government has so far opposed establishing a SD

council (there are rather tendencies to cut down the number of advisory

councils), but a high-level SD roundtable might come into place.  The council

participating in this study (RMNO) is charged with addressing knowledge

and research questions in the fields of spatial planning, environment and

nature, advises several Ministries29, and is hence the one most engaged in

the SD agenda.  It has an expert composition comprising members from 

science and different societal groups.

Sweden has the oldest Environment Council (MVB) in Europe30, which has

been always engaged in the ‘ecological sustainability’ agenda of the country.

It is a group of advisors to the Minister for Environment, who also chairs the

council, with an emphasis on dialogue in its plenary meetings.  Its working

groups also give independent advice.  With broadening up of the SD strategy,

it will remain active in the more environment related questions, and there

might also be more cooperation with other councils.

Hungary has as one of the first countries among the new member states

established its Environment Council (OKT, in 1995) with a stakeholder

composition (business, environmental NGOs and academia), and has been

engaged in the development of SD policies for the country.

All councils participating in this study, besides the Finnish FNCSD, are

considered as independent, i.e. they do not have government members or if

so, then only as observers (and the Swedish MVB is also an exception)31.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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29 In contrast to the ‘policy’ councils, each of which advises one Ministry only.

30 Established 1969; UK and Germany also did shortly after Sweden.

31 The Irish Comhar has one council member from MinE (out of 25).
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2.2 Stakeholder consultation
The means and degree of stakeholder consultation for the SD strategy tend

to follow the degree of stakeholder involvement as outlined above.  In

Sweden though, consultation for the SDS is considered as having been too

short; at least the first SDS 2002 is regarded as rather a government docu-

ment only, and a more pro-active approach for fostering learning and owner-

ship is missing.  The consultation of the 2004 SDS revision was done (only)

via internet.

When preparing for the SDS in 1998 the Finnish government asked stake-

holders in 1998 to develop their own SD strategies, which was largely

followed, and conducted in a dialogue process with government.28 The

intensive consultation process for the revision in 2002/2003 overall receives

better credits.

Satisfaction with stakeholder consultation for the SDS is expressed in

Finland, Germany and UK, followed by Sweden, and partly Belgium and

Ireland; such assessments are naturally influenced by the level and style of

what is common and hence expected.  With this background, and similarly to

Sweden, the consultation for the Dutch SD Action Program is criticised: In

the Netherlands the situation was a bit unfortunate, because stakeholders

had just before been involved in intensive consultation on the National

Environment Plan, and hence some exhaustion had occurred.  Stakeholders

also became inactive, because the SD Action program was largely considered

as unambitious, with not much belief in the potential for change.

Belgium conducted the most transparent process regarding how input was

considered and included: Contributions to the draft SDS 2000 led to around

30% changes in the text, which was published with track changes on the

website.  Nevertheless stakeholders did not feel involved in this first SDS, as

it was mainly government oriented and lacking focus.  In Germany the SD

council conducted a successful dialogue process on sustainability and soci-

ety, results of which will be included in the SDS review 2004, which is also

the first time that a federal government policy paper takes up civil society

contributions.

Means of consultation are typically inviting comments via the internet, and

holding conferences or hearings.  Consultation via internet only is partly 

criticised, particularly when no feedback is given (e.g. Sweden).  The method

of using indicators for SDS reviews and progress reports is assessed as

highly useful, where it has been introduced in a systematic way (forerunner:

UK).

In Ireland and UK there were also campaigns for raising environmental

awareness and both were evaluated positively.  Ireland’s Environmental

Information Service (ENFO), placed in the tourist centre of Dublin, has also

attracted public interest.

In many countries SD councils undertake efforts to increase awareness,

debate and ownership of civil society (cf. following chapter A.3 and D.1).

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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28 The stakeholder strategies were apparently more influenced by the government concepts than the other

way round.



3 SD and other councils
From the participating countries there are six with a well-established and

functioning SD council: Belgium, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Portugal, UK.

With the exception of the Finnish FNCSD they share similar roles, functions,

and mainly also work-style: They are meant to provide a link between

government and stakeholders, foster dialogue of stakeholders ‘among each

other’, operate as or develop a deliberative style, and increase the visibility

of the SD concept.  With this think-tank format the members are typically

asked to act on the basis of their expert and stakeholder background, and

not to negotiate the positions of their home organisations.  The Belgian

FRDO-CFDD has the most representational character, and has moved over

time from a negotiation to a more deliberative style.

The FNCSD in contrast is a platform for dialogue between government and

stakeholders, and provides an opportunity for stakeholders to directly

address the Prime Minister and other key Ministers.  In the case of the other

councils this dialogue with government mainly comes on top of the council’s

work, i.e. collective advice or recommendations for e.g. agenda setting are

discussed with government, whereas in the Finnish case stakeholders tend

to represent their organisation, though some dialogue among stakeholders

also takes place.

The Netherlands has a wide variety of advisory councils, which deal with the

SD agenda from different angles, incl. a social-economic council (SER) with a

SD Working Group.  The government has so far opposed establishing a SD

council (there are rather tendencies to cut down the number of advisory

councils), but a high-level SD roundtable might come into place.  The council

participating in this study (RMNO) is charged with addressing knowledge

and research questions in the fields of spatial planning, environment and

nature, advises several Ministries29, and is hence the one most engaged in

the SD agenda.  It has an expert composition comprising members from 

science and different societal groups.

Sweden has the oldest Environment Council (MVB) in Europe30, which has

been always engaged in the ‘ecological sustainability’ agenda of the country.

It is a group of advisors to the Minister for Environment, who also chairs the

council, with an emphasis on dialogue in its plenary meetings.  Its working

groups also give independent advice.  With broadening up of the SD strategy,

it will remain active in the more environment related questions, and there

might also be more cooperation with other councils.

Hungary has as one of the first countries among the new member states

established its Environment Council (OKT, in 1995) with a stakeholder

composition (business, environmental NGOs and academia), and has been

engaged in the development of SD policies for the country.

All councils participating in this study, besides the Finnish FNCSD, are

considered as independent, i.e. they do not have government members or if

so, then only as observers (and the Swedish MVB is also an exception)31.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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29 In contrast to the ‘policy’ councils, each of which advises one Ministry only.

30 Established 1969; UK and Germany also did shortly after Sweden.

31 The Irish Comhar has one council member from MinE (out of 25).
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2.2 Stakeholder consultation
The means and degree of stakeholder consultation for the SD strategy tend

to follow the degree of stakeholder involvement as outlined above.  In

Sweden though, consultation for the SDS is considered as having been too

short; at least the first SDS 2002 is regarded as rather a government docu-

ment only, and a more pro-active approach for fostering learning and owner-

ship is missing.  The consultation of the 2004 SDS revision was done (only)

via internet.

When preparing for the SDS in 1998 the Finnish government asked stake-

holders in 1998 to develop their own SD strategies, which was largely

followed, and conducted in a dialogue process with government.28 The

intensive consultation process for the revision in 2002/2003 overall receives

better credits.

Satisfaction with stakeholder consultation for the SDS is expressed in

Finland, Germany and UK, followed by Sweden, and partly Belgium and

Ireland; such assessments are naturally influenced by the level and style of

what is common and hence expected.  With this background, and similarly to

Sweden, the consultation for the Dutch SD Action Program is criticised: In

the Netherlands the situation was a bit unfortunate, because stakeholders

had just before been involved in intensive consultation on the National

Environment Plan, and hence some exhaustion had occurred.  Stakeholders

also became inactive, because the SD Action program was largely considered

as unambitious, with not much belief in the potential for change.

Belgium conducted the most transparent process regarding how input was

considered and included: Contributions to the draft SDS 2000 led to around

30% changes in the text, which was published with track changes on the

website.  Nevertheless stakeholders did not feel involved in this first SDS, as

it was mainly government oriented and lacking focus.  In Germany the SD

council conducted a successful dialogue process on sustainability and soci-

ety, results of which will be included in the SDS review 2004, which is also

the first time that a federal government policy paper takes up civil society

contributions.

Means of consultation are typically inviting comments via the internet, and

holding conferences or hearings.  Consultation via internet only is partly 

criticised, particularly when no feedback is given (e.g. Sweden).  The method

of using indicators for SDS reviews and progress reports is assessed as

highly useful, where it has been introduced in a systematic way (forerunner:

UK).

In Ireland and UK there were also campaigns for raising environmental

awareness and both were evaluated positively.  Ireland’s Environmental

Information Service (ENFO), placed in the tourist centre of Dublin, has also

attracted public interest.

In many countries SD councils undertake efforts to increase awareness,

debate and ownership of civil society (cf. following chapter A.3 and D.1).
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economic partners.  One aspect is apparent in all the countries participating:

The fact that a government did establish a council strongly suggests that

external/stakeholder advice is valued.33

Council members operate on equal footing
This aspect firstly touches upon the question of the independence of a 

council: In most cases there are no members from government in the council

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes

4533 NB: The following aspects are not covered for Finland, as there is another model of SD council

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

They also have an independent secretariat, partly with staff seconded from

the Ministry (Ireland, UK), and only the Finnish SD council is managed by

MinE civil servants.  Their tasks and setting are also reflected in their work

style: They meet around monthly for one day, and they issue advice, recom-

mendations and/or undertake projects for broader stakeholder or civil soci-

ety involvement.  Many councils have also developed new ways of engaging

more directly with policy makers.

The Finnish dialogue platform in contrast meets around four times per year

for two hours.  This model is also used by SD councils emerging in new

member states, most likely though for different reasons than in Finland.32

3.1 Role and functions of advisory (SD) councils
Role vis-à-vis the SDS
As already shown in Table 1 the connection between the establishment of a

SD council and the decision to prepare a SDS is particularly strong in

Germany and UK (the same applies in Belgium after restructuring and the SD

Act), and in Finland, Ireland and Portugal the councils have been allocated

an explicit (advisory) role in the preparation and implementation of the SDS

over time.

General functions
Table 6 shows the general functions of SD councils, with views typically

shared by the council and government.  The category ‘applies to most SDCs’

derives from councils in countries with a corporatist background and/or a

traditionally strong social-economic council: (younger) SD councils here face

some difficulties in overcoming e.g. the traditional negotiation style of the

socio-economic partners (Belgium, partly Ireland; does not apply to the

socio-economic council in the Netherlands).

The expert/environment councils have in the same way an advisory and

agenda setting function, and also partly the multiplicator function, but no

explicit stakeholder/civil society component.  The Finnish discussion plat-

form model does not include the aim of consensus building among stake-

holders, and has all aspects regarding the development of joint thinking to a

lesser extent.  The aspects of promoting SD policies are included in the same

way as in the ‘deliberative’ model.

3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Styles of internal operation are important success factors for a SD (and

other) council and they also reflect certain aspects of the political culture in

the relationship of government to stakeholders, and the role of socio-

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes
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32 The results of the European Commission Staff Working Paper (2004, p. 8-10) can hence not be confirmed:

Stakeholders are not part of the governmental coordination mechanism as the Commission concludes for

those councils that follow the Finnish model, because they come on top of the governmental mechanism, in

the form of hearings/discussions.  Table 3 also wrongly include Austria, Ireland and Portugal in the

‘integrated’ field (all have an independent SD council), and the Netherlands as having an independent SD

council (they do not have one).  The councils in Latvia and Lithuania have been terminated (cf. also ch.

Introduction).
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Table 6: General functions of (SD) councils

Applies;  Applies to a lesser extent / variable has changed or changes / not so significant; 

no bullet: The opposite tends to apply

Function applies applies also applies also applies
to all SDCs to most SDCs for to the 

expert/env. Finnish 
councils model

Advisory board to the 

government, from a view point [less civil society 

of civil society point of view]

Reminder/watchdog for the 

holistic/integrated and 

long-term view

Think-tank

Stakeholder/expert dialogue 

‘among each other’, including 

that consensus building among 

the members should take place

Stakeholder members to take 

the views into their organisations

Agenda setting and tackling 

difficult policy issues [no explicit [no stakeholder 

(unexpected agreements are stakeholder agreements]

appreciated), opinion former agreements]

Fostering societal dialogue on 

SD policies by addressing 

multiplicator parties

Encourage and stimulate 

good practice



economic partners.  One aspect is apparent in all the countries participating:

The fact that a government did establish a council strongly suggests that

external/stakeholder advice is valued.33

Council members operate on equal footing
This aspect firstly touches upon the question of the independence of a 

council: In most cases there are no members from government in the council
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They also have an independent secretariat, partly with staff seconded from

the Ministry (Ireland, UK), and only the Finnish SD council is managed by

MinE civil servants.  Their tasks and setting are also reflected in their work

style: They meet around monthly for one day, and they issue advice, recom-

mendations and/or undertake projects for broader stakeholder or civil soci-

ety involvement.  Many councils have also developed new ways of engaging

more directly with policy makers.

The Finnish dialogue platform in contrast meets around four times per year

for two hours.  This model is also used by SD councils emerging in new

member states, most likely though for different reasons than in Finland.32

3.1 Role and functions of advisory (SD) councils
Role vis-à-vis the SDS
As already shown in Table 1 the connection between the establishment of a

SD council and the decision to prepare a SDS is particularly strong in

Germany and UK (the same applies in Belgium after restructuring and the SD

Act), and in Finland, Ireland and Portugal the councils have been allocated

an explicit (advisory) role in the preparation and implementation of the SDS

over time.

General functions
Table 6 shows the general functions of SD councils, with views typically

shared by the council and government.  The category ‘applies to most SDCs’

derives from councils in countries with a corporatist background and/or a

traditionally strong social-economic council: (younger) SD councils here face

some difficulties in overcoming e.g. the traditional negotiation style of the

socio-economic partners (Belgium, partly Ireland; does not apply to the

socio-economic council in the Netherlands).

The expert/environment councils have in the same way an advisory and

agenda setting function, and also partly the multiplicator function, but no

explicit stakeholder/civil society component.  The Finnish discussion plat-

form model does not include the aim of consensus building among stake-

holders, and has all aspects regarding the development of joint thinking to a

lesser extent.  The aspects of promoting SD policies are included in the same

way as in the ‘deliberative’ model.

3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Styles of internal operation are important success factors for a SD (and

other) council and they also reflect certain aspects of the political culture in

the relationship of government to stakeholders, and the role of socio-
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32 The results of the European Commission Staff Working Paper (2004, p. 8-10) can hence not be confirmed:

Stakeholders are not part of the governmental coordination mechanism as the Commission concludes for

those councils that follow the Finnish model, because they come on top of the governmental mechanism, in

the form of hearings/discussions.  Table 3 also wrongly include Austria, Ireland and Portugal in the

‘integrated’ field (all have an independent SD council), and the Netherlands as having an independent SD

council (they do not have one).  The councils in Latvia and Lithuania have been terminated (cf. also ch.

Introduction).
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Table 6: General functions of (SD) councils

Applies;  Applies to a lesser extent / variable has changed or changes / not so significant; 

no bullet: The opposite tends to apply

Function applies applies also applies also applies
to all SDCs to most SDCs for to the 

expert/env. Finnish 
councils model

Advisory board to the 

government, from a view point [less civil society 

of civil society point of view]

Reminder/watchdog for the 

holistic/integrated and 

long-term view

Think-tank

Stakeholder/expert dialogue 

‘among each other’, including 

that consensus building among 

the members should take place

Stakeholder members to take 

the views into their organisations

Agenda setting and tackling 

difficult policy issues [no explicit [no stakeholder 

(unexpected agreements are stakeholder agreements]

appreciated), opinion former agreements]

Fostering societal dialogue on 

SD policies by addressing 

multiplicator parties

Encourage and stimulate 

good practice



Portugal and Hungary some obstacles in communication and information

delivery from the Ministries still occur, which most likely is originated in the

fact that the apparatus is not used to stakeholder involvement yet.  Councils

are appreciated in all countries, at least by the (Prime) Minister and higher

levels of the Ministry.

3.3 Achievements and success factors of SD councils
Governments’ view
• Valued as a stakeholder advisory body with high quality work; independ-

ent input is appreciated (partly: statements are considered intensely);

• it is beneficial that the SDC may address issues that are difficult for the

government (partly: council triggered a certain government decision

regarding the SDS, e.g. the use of indicators);

• challenges and encourages government;

• raising awareness for SD has been achieved for the “interested” public

(reaching a wider public mostly goes beyond the scope and capacity of a

SDC);

• (unexpected) agreements of stakeholders are particularly welcomed

(a prominent case occurred in Germany on coal policy);

• certain successful initiatives that also give new impulses for sectoral

Ministries (examples from Germany and UK);

• professional work of the secretariat, good cooperation with the govern-

ment.

SDCs’ view
Similar to the government, plus some highlights:

• Significant contributions to the preparation, implementation and review

of the SDSs;

• Improved stakeholder dialogue and input to policy formation processes;

• Having kept SD on the agenda (particularly mentioned in Finland);

• Some particular advice are regarded as e.g. outstandingly integrative

(e.g. UK on energy policy);

• Influencing ambitious target setting (Germany e.g. conditional CO2-

reduction target, limiting land use for construction);

• Agenda setting and successful initiatives/stakeholder agreements in 

difficult policy fields (e.g. Germany: coal and land consumption; UK/Fin:

sustainable production and consumption, including the recommendation

that a separate panel should be established; Ireland: rural housing,

carbon taxation; Sweden: Green Headline indicators included in Swedish

Finance Plan, dialogues with business - construction, retail and transport

sector -, resulting in voluntary agreements with government; 

Netherlands: putting sustainable tourism and North Sea on the agenda;

Portugal: advice on hazardous waste);

• Initiatives and pilot projects for education (e.g. UK, Ireland, Germany,

Sweden, the Netherlands);
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(Germany, UK, Hungary), or if so, then only as observers, statutory or factual

(Belgium, Ireland, Portugal, Netherlands).34 Having no governmental

members better provides for an atmosphere of free deliberation and for

taking critical standpoints.  On the other hand, having government observers

may lead to better information flow, and possibly to more direct impact on

government policy.  Councils without government members/observers have 

regular dialogue with the responsible Ministry, and others.35

The second variable (‘double-hat’ of council members) concerns the relation-

ship of council members to their ‘home’-organisation that nominated them or

by which they were appointed: The council members do not ‘represent’ in a

narrow sense this organisation; they operate and discuss as individual

personalities on the basis of a plurality of ideas and a degree of trust given

by their organisation (Germany, Hungary, Portugal, UK; also the Netherlands

and Sweden).  For the most part this has not caused problems.  In countries

with a more corporatist tradition the representational/negotiation style

prevails, at least in the earlier phases of a council (Belgium, less: Ireland),

but typically the aim is to overcome this over time.

Another variable in this respect is the degree of organization of civil society,

which might cause unequal footing if ‘traditional’ stakeholders (employers,

trade unions) are strong and ‘modern’ NGOs rather weak (e.g. Ireland).  The

latter also applies to Hungary and Portugal, but without the former being the

case usually no problems occur in the council.  In Belgium the former applies,

but not the latter, and hence the challenge lies more on the institutional side:

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners
Belgium, Ireland and the Netherlands traditionally, Portugal since the 1980s,

have institutionalised socio-economic partnerships, - a social-economic

council.36 In Belgium this situation has caused tensions when the SDC 

was established, but has improved with the clearer allocation of tasks in the

SD Act, and increased acknowledgement by and involvement of the socio-

economic members over time.  In Ireland there are no inter-institutional

tensions, but the before-mentioned different footing of stakeholder groups.

In the Netherlands the socio-economic council has more an advisory func-

tion, is itself engaged in the SD agenda and also invites environmental NGOs

when preparing such advice.  There is in general a tradition of equal footing.

Relation to government departments
The relation of a council to government departments might reflect the atti-

tude of government towards stakeholder involvement (cf. ch. A.2): In most

countries the relationship is characterised as open and constructive.  In

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Actors  and processes

46

34 Exceptions are the Finnish FNCSD, with a different function, and the Swedish MVB, which is a group of

(personal) advisors to the Minister for Environment, who chairs the council.  It though has started to also

elaborate independent advice in its working groups.

35 In case of the Dutch RMNO having government members with observer status is meant to facilitate dialogue

(council as ‘sounding board’) and has not caused problems so far.  In case of the Belgian FRDO-CFDD this

constellation is partly criticised.

36 In other countries negotiations on wages and working conditions take place in a bilateral setting, with

government as mediator.
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Portugal and Hungary some obstacles in communication and information

delivery from the Ministries still occur, which most likely is originated in the

fact that the apparatus is not used to stakeholder involvement yet.  Councils

are appreciated in all countries, at least by the (Prime) Minister and higher

levels of the Ministry.

3.3 Achievements and success factors of SD councils
Governments’ view
• Valued as a stakeholder advisory body with high quality work; independ-

ent input is appreciated (partly: statements are considered intensely);

• it is beneficial that the SDC may address issues that are difficult for the

government (partly: council triggered a certain government decision

regarding the SDS, e.g. the use of indicators);

• challenges and encourages government;

• raising awareness for SD has been achieved for the “interested” public

(reaching a wider public mostly goes beyond the scope and capacity of a

SDC);

• (unexpected) agreements of stakeholders are particularly welcomed

(a prominent case occurred in Germany on coal policy);

• certain successful initiatives that also give new impulses for sectoral

Ministries (examples from Germany and UK);

• professional work of the secretariat, good cooperation with the govern-

ment.

SDCs’ view
Similar to the government, plus some highlights:

• Significant contributions to the preparation, implementation and review

of the SDSs;

• Improved stakeholder dialogue and input to policy formation processes;

• Having kept SD on the agenda (particularly mentioned in Finland);

• Some particular advice are regarded as e.g. outstandingly integrative

(e.g. UK on energy policy);

• Influencing ambitious target setting (Germany e.g. conditional CO2-

reduction target, limiting land use for construction);

• Agenda setting and successful initiatives/stakeholder agreements in 

difficult policy fields (e.g. Germany: coal and land consumption; UK/Fin:

sustainable production and consumption, including the recommendation

that a separate panel should be established; Ireland: rural housing,

carbon taxation; Sweden: Green Headline indicators included in Swedish

Finance Plan, dialogues with business - construction, retail and transport

sector -, resulting in voluntary agreements with government; 

Netherlands: putting sustainable tourism and North Sea on the agenda;

Portugal: advice on hazardous waste);

• Initiatives and pilot projects for education (e.g. UK, Ireland, Germany,

Sweden, the Netherlands);
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(Germany, UK, Hungary), or if so, then only as observers, statutory or factual

(Belgium, Ireland, Portugal, Netherlands).34 Having no governmental

members better provides for an atmosphere of free deliberation and for

taking critical standpoints.  On the other hand, having government observers

may lead to better information flow, and possibly to more direct impact on

government policy.  Councils without government members/observers have 

regular dialogue with the responsible Ministry, and others.35

The second variable (‘double-hat’ of council members) concerns the relation-

ship of council members to their ‘home’-organisation that nominated them or

by which they were appointed: The council members do not ‘represent’ in a

narrow sense this organisation; they operate and discuss as individual

personalities on the basis of a plurality of ideas and a degree of trust given

by their organisation (Germany, Hungary, Portugal, UK; also the Netherlands

and Sweden).  For the most part this has not caused problems.  In countries

with a more corporatist tradition the representational/negotiation style

prevails, at least in the earlier phases of a council (Belgium, less: Ireland),

but typically the aim is to overcome this over time.

Another variable in this respect is the degree of organization of civil society,

which might cause unequal footing if ‘traditional’ stakeholders (employers,

trade unions) are strong and ‘modern’ NGOs rather weak (e.g. Ireland).  The

latter also applies to Hungary and Portugal, but without the former being the

case usually no problems occur in the council.  In Belgium the former applies,

but not the latter, and hence the challenge lies more on the institutional side:

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners
Belgium, Ireland and the Netherlands traditionally, Portugal since the 1980s,

have institutionalised socio-economic partnerships, - a social-economic

council.36 In Belgium this situation has caused tensions when the SDC 

was established, but has improved with the clearer allocation of tasks in the

SD Act, and increased acknowledgement by and involvement of the socio-

economic members over time.  In Ireland there are no inter-institutional

tensions, but the before-mentioned different footing of stakeholder groups.

In the Netherlands the socio-economic council has more an advisory func-

tion, is itself engaged in the SD agenda and also invites environmental NGOs

when preparing such advice.  There is in general a tradition of equal footing.

Relation to government departments
The relation of a council to government departments might reflect the atti-

tude of government towards stakeholder involvement (cf. ch. A.2): In most

countries the relationship is characterised as open and constructive.  In
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34 Exceptions are the Finnish FNCSD, with a different function, and the Swedish MVB, which is a group of

(personal) advisors to the Minister for Environment, who chairs the council.  It though has started to also

elaborate independent advice in its working groups.

35 In case of the Dutch RMNO having government members with observer status is meant to facilitate dialogue

(council as ‘sounding board’) and has not caused problems so far.  In case of the Belgian FRDO-CFDD this

constellation is partly criticised.

36 In other countries negotiations on wages and working conditions take place in a bilateral setting, with

government as mediator.
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° Council linked to the PM (as the SDS preferably should): provides for

more authority, attention and feed-back to the council; non-biased

perception of the council (rather than being linked to one Ministry); it

has the explicit and implicit freedom for discussion with any party;

° Provide budget for communication efforts;

° In some cases important: Getting involved in early phases of policy 

making or programming, rather than commenting on a decision that was

already taken or a legal proposal that has already been produced;

° Link national views to global views; avoid a purely national perspective.
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• Innovative approaches and initiatives for communicating SD and creating

ownership (besides organising conferences and similar events, which all

councils do, e.g. Germany organising competitions in writing, advertise-

ment and film for younger and elder people, initiating a talk-show series

in the eve of the WSSD workshops with actors from art and culture on the

relation of these ‘fields’ to SD);

• Pilot projects for fostering best practice and cooperating in their imple-

mentation (e.g. Germany: energy contracting for federal buildings,

refurbishing of buildings with low energy standard, communication

strategy for sustainable transport, info campaign on consumer choice,

“fighting hunger with sustainable agriculture”; Sweden: a proposed

centre for linking practitioners and researchers for ecological SD came

into place);

• Organising (new) dialogue processes, increasing awareness and owner-

ship in civil society (e.g. in Belgium a popularising website for SD under

the auspices of the SD council has been developed; in Germany the 

council conducted a successful dialogue process “society and SD”;

Netherlands: “RMNO Cafés” on different issues related to SD).

Success-factors of a SD council
° Independence: no governmental members, or only as observers; council

members should not represent their organisation but act as individual

personality with the experience of their organisation as background;

° Try to develop an attitude of experimentation with open dialogue and

enthusiasm (non-public meetings of the council, council members should

participate as individual only; no voting, but consensus is aimed at);

° Avoid “theory-only” debates about dimensions of SD etc.; backfill

debates by delivering “how to …” recommendations;

° Engaging in overarching strategic discussions and underpin those with

deeper looks into specific themes through working groups;

° Gaining acknowledgement of the government and the wider political 

community through quality of work, and getting to agreements between

stakeholders; and this in turn supports the self-confidence of the council

(and its members); also by long-term strategic thinking combined with

ideas on short-term measures to be taken;

° Make sure that policy recommendations are delivered “au point” as 

windows of opportunity typically are small;

° Don’t do what other institutions (councils, think-tanks, government 

institutions) can do better;

° Strong chair and well-acknowledged personalities as council members;

include members that have not been engaged in SD policies before (in

corporatist settings: including academia is important);

° Reliable links into government (Finland only: PM chairing for political

authority);
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perception of the council (rather than being linked to one Ministry); it

has the explicit and implicit freedom for discussion with any party;

° Provide budget for communication efforts;
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• Innovative approaches and initiatives for communicating SD and creating

ownership (besides organising conferences and similar events, which all

councils do, e.g. Germany organising competitions in writing, advertise-

ment and film for younger and elder people, initiating a talk-show series

in the eve of the WSSD workshops with actors from art and culture on the

relation of these ‘fields’ to SD);

• Pilot projects for fostering best practice and cooperating in their imple-

mentation (e.g. Germany: energy contracting for federal buildings,

refurbishing of buildings with low energy standard, communication

strategy for sustainable transport, info campaign on consumer choice,

“fighting hunger with sustainable agriculture”; Sweden: a proposed

centre for linking practitioners and researchers for ecological SD came

into place);

• Organising (new) dialogue processes, increasing awareness and owner-

ship in civil society (e.g. in Belgium a popularising website for SD under

the auspices of the SD council has been developed; in Germany the 

council conducted a successful dialogue process “society and SD”;

Netherlands: “RMNO Cafés” on different issues related to SD).

Success-factors of a SD council
° Independence: no governmental members, or only as observers; council

members should not represent their organisation but act as individual

personality with the experience of their organisation as background;

° Try to develop an attitude of experimentation with open dialogue and

enthusiasm (non-public meetings of the council, council members should

participate as individual only; no voting, but consensus is aimed at);

° Avoid “theory-only” debates about dimensions of SD etc.; backfill

debates by delivering “how to …” recommendations;

° Engaging in overarching strategic discussions and underpin those with

deeper looks into specific themes through working groups;

° Gaining acknowledgement of the government and the wider political 

community through quality of work, and getting to agreements between

stakeholders; and this in turn supports the self-confidence of the council

(and its members); also by long-term strategic thinking combined with

ideas on short-term measures to be taken;

° Make sure that policy recommendations are delivered “au point” as 

windows of opportunity typically are small;

° Don’t do what other institutions (councils, think-tanks, government 

institutions) can do better;

° Strong chair and well-acknowledged personalities as council members;

include members that have not been engaged in SD policies before (in

corporatist settings: including academia is important);

° Reliable links into government (Finland only: PM chairing for political

authority);
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A SDS might, and should, identify such structural problems and try to

develop new approaches.

In addition to the typical policy fields (cf. ch. D.3), national SDSs prioritise

different issues due to their specific situation.  The variety of issues covered

by programs, targets and indicators shows the momentum of SDSs for keep-

ing things moving.

An analysis of the national objectives and targets, and indicators related to

them, is needed.  A sound comparison would be useful, because different

sets of issues covered by SD strategies are likely to disclose different overall

concepts for SD policy as such.  While environmental issues are clearly in the

centre of SD strategies (and it is understood that they have been a major

driving force for the SD process), it seems that there are some wide options

for issues such as demographic change and the competitiveness of sustain-

able growth.  At the time it is not yet fully understood how the quantity of

issues translates into the quality of national SD policies.  It is strongly

recommended that in-depth research of this matter should be conducted as a

follow-up of this study.

B Themes and scope: the momentum of SDS

The situation of a country in terms of economy, environment (and to a lesser

extent, if playing a role at all, the social system) influences the scope of the

SDS, which ranges from a rather environment focus to covering all dimen-

sions.

• Ireland’s 1997 SDS focused on environmental integration in 8 economic

sectors.  The 2002 update put a bit more emphasis on social policies, but

a focus on the environment economy link remains (and the SDS is

perceived as environmental policy).

• Finland and Sweden have been forerunners in ecological sustainability,

and are moving towards an overarching approach, with Sweden having

just revised their SDS in this respect (Finland is considering this for

2005).

• Portugal’s earlier attempts were partly perceived as environmental

biased; the new draft 2004 is clearly overarching.

• The Netherlands have not undertaken their own prioritization, but used

the “WEHAB” themes37, and added trade and CSR.

• Belgium, Germany and the UK have comprehensive strategies, with

Belgium using the EU SDS priority fields (Commission’s proposal May

2001).

Focusing on environmental integration was typical for the earlier stages of

SD policies, and also reflects that environmental integration is a prerequisite

for SD38.  In some cases it is because core environmental problems still 

need to be tackled (e.g. waste management in Ireland, sewage system in

Hungary).  Other countries though have moved towards an overarching

approach, even if they do not rank very high in environmental performance

(e.g. Portugal, Belgium).

In most cases discussion has moved to realising key dilemmas and chal-

lenges for SD: decoupling of economic growth from resource use, and hence

the question of sustainable consumption and production (besides possibili-

ties for technology advancement), and of the quality of growth.

Also already indicated above, and addressed in chapter D.2, problems 

difficult to tackle may have a structural cause that goes beyond what a SD

strategy can tackle, e.g.:

• income of local municipalities in Portugal (mainly derives from building

taxes, which leads to issuance of building permits by local

authorities/city councils to an extent way beyond being sustainable, and

causes urban sprawl);

• deficient land use planning system in Ireland (full competence of local

authorities without control of the regional level) leads to zoning in non-

desired way.
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38 As it is also expressed in Art. 6 TEC. 
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A SDS might, and should, identify such structural problems and try to

develop new approaches.

In addition to the typical policy fields (cf. ch. D.3), national SDSs prioritise

different issues due to their specific situation.  The variety of issues covered

by programs, targets and indicators shows the momentum of SDSs for keep-

ing things moving.

An analysis of the national objectives and targets, and indicators related to

them, is needed.  A sound comparison would be useful, because different

sets of issues covered by SD strategies are likely to disclose different overall

concepts for SD policy as such.  While environmental issues are clearly in the

centre of SD strategies (and it is understood that they have been a major

driving force for the SD process), it seems that there are some wide options

for issues such as demographic change and the competitiveness of sustain-

able growth.  At the time it is not yet fully understood how the quantity of

issues translates into the quality of national SD policies.  It is strongly

recommended that in-depth research of this matter should be conducted as a

follow-up of this study.

B Themes and scope: the momentum of SDS

The situation of a country in terms of economy, environment (and to a lesser

extent, if playing a role at all, the social system) influences the scope of the

SDS, which ranges from a rather environment focus to covering all dimen-

sions.

• Ireland’s 1997 SDS focused on environmental integration in 8 economic

sectors.  The 2002 update put a bit more emphasis on social policies, but

a focus on the environment economy link remains (and the SDS is

perceived as environmental policy).

• Finland and Sweden have been forerunners in ecological sustainability,

and are moving towards an overarching approach, with Sweden having

just revised their SDS in this respect (Finland is considering this for

2005).

• Portugal’s earlier attempts were partly perceived as environmental

biased; the new draft 2004 is clearly overarching.

• The Netherlands have not undertaken their own prioritization, but used

the “WEHAB” themes37, and added trade and CSR.

• Belgium, Germany and the UK have comprehensive strategies, with

Belgium using the EU SDS priority fields (Commission’s proposal May

2001).

Focusing on environmental integration was typical for the earlier stages of

SD policies, and also reflects that environmental integration is a prerequisite

for SD38.  In some cases it is because core environmental problems still 

need to be tackled (e.g. waste management in Ireland, sewage system in

Hungary).  Other countries though have moved towards an overarching

approach, even if they do not rank very high in environmental performance

(e.g. Portugal, Belgium).

In most cases discussion has moved to realising key dilemmas and chal-

lenges for SD: decoupling of economic growth from resource use, and hence

the question of sustainable consumption and production (besides possibili-

ties for technology advancement), and of the quality of growth.

Also already indicated above, and addressed in chapter D.2, problems 

difficult to tackle may have a structural cause that goes beyond what a SD

strategy can tackle, e.g.:

• income of local municipalities in Portugal (mainly derives from building

taxes, which leads to issuance of building permits by local

authorities/city councils to an extent way beyond being sustainable, and

causes urban sprawl);

• deficient land use planning system in Ireland (full competence of local

authorities without control of the regional level) leads to zoning in non-

desired way.
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In general, Europe is mainly characterised as “far away” (besides: Belgium,

and also less ‘far away’ in Hungary, Portugal, Ireland).  EU policies are often

perceived as alien, remote and abstract, and the decision-making processes

as complicated, lacking transparency and/or democratic legitimacy.  In cases

when EU policies have overarching claims (e.g. Lisbon, Cardiff, EU SDS) it is

often not trusted that those claims can be taken as real.  In many countries it

is stated that there is a cultural gap on the national side between civil

servants responsible for EU matters (“coffee parties”, abstract “EU terminol-

ogy”) and others.  In some countries EU career prospects are perceived as

unattractive: careers in public service are not advanced by “going Europe”

(e.g. Germany, the Netherlands), whereas in other countries EU careers seem

to be more fostered (e.g. UK).

Countries that did not yet have a national SDS by 2001 were triggered to 

prepare one by the commitment of the Gothenburg summit that all member

states should prepare a SDS for the WSSD, and not by the fact that a EU SDS

was endorsed.  

Hence the EU is mainly not a driving force for national SD policies.

The Lisbon process is in general considered as more important than the EU

SDS, which might partly be due to the current overall trend to focus on

competitiveness, but there are also countries, which tend to ignore it (typi-

cally the bigger member states), whereas others consider themselves as

forerunners (Finland, Sweden), which is also reflected in their high position

in international ranking schemes40.

2 SD councils: European and international dimension
The councils’ attitudes vis-à-vis the EU SDS are mainly congruent with those

of their countries: Only the Belgian FRDO-CFDD, and partly the Portuguese

CNADS have actively dealt with it.  Nevertheless, on the councils’ side there

is more awareness for the need of better linkage, which is also reflected in

the activities of the councils in the SD working group of EEAC, and not least

in participation in and funding of this study.  The working group gave input

to the review of the EU SDS, and three councils did individually (Belgium,

Germany, Ireland).  Regarding the attitude towards the EU the councils are in

a way a mirror of society: Individual council members and/or the secretariat

might raise awareness, whereas the majority of council members tend to

have a reserved or reactive attitude as described above.  In this way national

SD councils may help in improving the linkages of national and the EU SDS

in the future.  So far this has to be considered as only at the very starting

point of a learning process.

Councils also tend to face a statutory problem: It is their remit to give advice

on national matters to their national governments, and though the influence

of European policies (and strategies) is acknowledged also by governments

(which are typically in favour of their councils’ European activities), in daily

work under constant capacity constraints, such activities nevertheless tend

C Considerations and impacts of the EU SDS

1 Considerations and impacts of the EU SDS
Overall, and quite disillusioning, the EU SDS has so far not played a role, or

only a marginal one, in any country besides Belgium (and partly Portugal

and Sweden).  In the same way the EU SDS has not considered national SD

strategies: only at the beginning of 2004 the Commission conducted a brief

survey, and intends to improve the linkage to national strategies when

reviewing the EU one.

• Belgium has used the EU SDS priority fields for its new SDS (2004),

mainly for political reasons (“handy”, anything externally is easier to

agree upon in Belgium); the SD council also gave advice on the EU SDS

review.

• Portugal considered it in its preparation for the draft SDS 2004 (third

attempt for a SDS).

• The country of the Gothenburg summit considers its national SDS as a

complement to the EU SDS, and the country wants to maintain its high

profile in SD policies. The 2002 SDS does not refer explicitly to the EU

SDS, but it was supposedly reflected as much as possible when drafting

the eight core areas.  The Swedish SDS is considered as taking a broader

approach and going further than the EU SDS.  The 2004 revised SDS lists

the four priority fields of the EU SDS without comment, whereas the

WSSD outcomes are considered as a basis, inter alia, for the national

strategy.

• Ireland has used the 6th EAP, mainly because of the focus of its SDS on

environmental integration.

In many cases it is obvious that the EU SDS could not be considered,

because the national SDSs were prepared earlier (cf. Table 1: Belgium,

Finland, Ireland, UK), but neither the ones later prepared (Germany,

Portugal, The Netherlands, Sweden), nor the ones that have seen a review

after Gothenburg (Germany, Finland, Ireland, Sweden, UK) considered or

deliberated on the EU SDS.  Finland is planning to look at it more intensely,

when revising its SDS (which might happen in 2005), and is now also giving

information on the EU SDS review.  Reasons include a felt need to concen-

trate on national matters first, which applies to most countries (besides

Belgium), and to a lesser extent that the EU SDS is not legally binding in

contrast to environmental legislation.  Attitudes towards the latter point

seem to be somewhat mixed, and has been changing over time, with now the

councils from Belgium, Germany, Ireland (cf. C.1 below) having given input to

the EU SDS review.39

But there are also, and may be dominant, soft factors influencing a general

attitude towards Europe, which is then reflected in how programmatic poli-

cies and strategies are dealt with:

40 e.g. World Economic Forum (2004).

39 In general the UK, and for certain subjects also the Scandinavian countries seem to play a rather pro-active

role at European level, whereas Portugal and also Germany appear rather reactive; Hungary has been busy

with transposing the aquis communautaire, and is only now in a new situation.
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In general, Europe is mainly characterised as “far away” (besides: Belgium,

and also less ‘far away’ in Hungary, Portugal, Ireland).  EU policies are often

perceived as alien, remote and abstract, and the decision-making processes

as complicated, lacking transparency and/or democratic legitimacy.  In cases

when EU policies have overarching claims (e.g. Lisbon, Cardiff, EU SDS) it is

often not trusted that those claims can be taken as real.  In many countries it

is stated that there is a cultural gap on the national side between civil

servants responsible for EU matters (“coffee parties”, abstract “EU terminol-

ogy”) and others.  In some countries EU career prospects are perceived as

unattractive: careers in public service are not advanced by “going Europe”

(e.g. Germany, the Netherlands), whereas in other countries EU careers seem

to be more fostered (e.g. UK).

Countries that did not yet have a national SDS by 2001 were triggered to 

prepare one by the commitment of the Gothenburg summit that all member

states should prepare a SDS for the WSSD, and not by the fact that a EU SDS

was endorsed.  

Hence the EU is mainly not a driving force for national SD policies.

The Lisbon process is in general considered as more important than the EU

SDS, which might partly be due to the current overall trend to focus on

competitiveness, but there are also countries, which tend to ignore it (typi-

cally the bigger member states), whereas others consider themselves as

forerunners (Finland, Sweden), which is also reflected in their high position

in international ranking schemes40.

2 SD councils: European and international dimension
The councils’ attitudes vis-à-vis the EU SDS are mainly congruent with those

of their countries: Only the Belgian FRDO-CFDD, and partly the Portuguese

CNADS have actively dealt with it.  Nevertheless, on the councils’ side there

is more awareness for the need of better linkage, which is also reflected in

the activities of the councils in the SD working group of EEAC, and not least

in participation in and funding of this study.  The working group gave input

to the review of the EU SDS, and three councils did individually (Belgium,

Germany, Ireland).  Regarding the attitude towards the EU the councils are in

a way a mirror of society: Individual council members and/or the secretariat

might raise awareness, whereas the majority of council members tend to

have a reserved or reactive attitude as described above.  In this way national

SD councils may help in improving the linkages of national and the EU SDS

in the future.  So far this has to be considered as only at the very starting

point of a learning process.

Councils also tend to face a statutory problem: It is their remit to give advice

on national matters to their national governments, and though the influence

of European policies (and strategies) is acknowledged also by governments

(which are typically in favour of their councils’ European activities), in daily

work under constant capacity constraints, such activities nevertheless tend

C Considerations and impacts of the EU SDS

1 Considerations and impacts of the EU SDS
Overall, and quite disillusioning, the EU SDS has so far not played a role, or

only a marginal one, in any country besides Belgium (and partly Portugal

and Sweden).  In the same way the EU SDS has not considered national SD

strategies: only at the beginning of 2004 the Commission conducted a brief

survey, and intends to improve the linkage to national strategies when

reviewing the EU one.

• Belgium has used the EU SDS priority fields for its new SDS (2004),

mainly for political reasons (“handy”, anything externally is easier to

agree upon in Belgium); the SD council also gave advice on the EU SDS

review.

• Portugal considered it in its preparation for the draft SDS 2004 (third

attempt for a SDS).

• The country of the Gothenburg summit considers its national SDS as a

complement to the EU SDS, and the country wants to maintain its high

profile in SD policies. The 2002 SDS does not refer explicitly to the EU

SDS, but it was supposedly reflected as much as possible when drafting

the eight core areas.  The Swedish SDS is considered as taking a broader

approach and going further than the EU SDS.  The 2004 revised SDS lists

the four priority fields of the EU SDS without comment, whereas the

WSSD outcomes are considered as a basis, inter alia, for the national

strategy.

• Ireland has used the 6th EAP, mainly because of the focus of its SDS on

environmental integration.

In many cases it is obvious that the EU SDS could not be considered,

because the national SDSs were prepared earlier (cf. Table 1: Belgium,

Finland, Ireland, UK), but neither the ones later prepared (Germany,

Portugal, The Netherlands, Sweden), nor the ones that have seen a review

after Gothenburg (Germany, Finland, Ireland, Sweden, UK) considered or

deliberated on the EU SDS.  Finland is planning to look at it more intensely,

when revising its SDS (which might happen in 2005), and is now also giving

information on the EU SDS review.  Reasons include a felt need to concen-

trate on national matters first, which applies to most countries (besides

Belgium), and to a lesser extent that the EU SDS is not legally binding in

contrast to environmental legislation.  Attitudes towards the latter point

seem to be somewhat mixed, and has been changing over time, with now the

councils from Belgium, Germany, Ireland (cf. C.1 below) having given input to

the EU SDS review.39

But there are also, and may be dominant, soft factors influencing a general

attitude towards Europe, which is then reflected in how programmatic poli-

cies and strategies are dealt with:

40 e.g. World Economic Forum (2004).

39 In general the UK, and for certain subjects also the Scandinavian countries seem to play a rather pro-active

role at European level, whereas Portugal and also Germany appear rather reactive; Hungary has been busy

with transposing the aquis communautaire, and is only now in a new situation.
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tackled on EU and/or international level, the “upstream” category does not

necessarily exclude national action, though in tendency it means that

progressing nationally is more difficult, and/or additional EU action would

be desired or required.

Upstream action - Policy fields for which EU activity is desired or 
required43

Climate change / energy:
• set decoupling targets for different sectors (B);

• energy policy particularly to be combined with technology advancement,

research/innovation technologies for CO2-free electricity production, and

also e.g. fuel cells, hydrogen (D);

• energy tax and fuels: kerosin, diesel (NL), carbon tax (IRE);

• targets for energy efficiency and renewables (S);

• inter alia promoting renewable energy with European funds (UK);

• policy commitments for post 2012 (D, P, S, UK);

• unspecific: Fin, Hun.

Research & Development:
• Spend more for R&D, e.g. on biofuels (B, Fin: “follow the good example

of Finland, spend more on R&D instead of CAP”; P and UK: unspecific

demand for increased funding);

• the 7th Research Framework Program needs to include the possibility for

pilot projects in SD (D);

• environmental innovation (cf. also environment priority for the Dutch

Presidency), with increased funds for research and development;

• environmental technology: ETAP (Environmental Technology Action Plan) is

important, - most technologies should be ‘environmentally adjusted’ (S);

• not mentioned in: Ire, Hun.

Transport:
• to tackle mobility problems, taxation would be needed (though it is

assessed as unrealistic that an agreement can be found on EU level) (B);

• more funding should be invested in rail transport (D, Fin, P), particularly

to shift freight (D), and sea-waterways (Fin);

• measures regarding aviation (emissions) and transport in general (UK);

• not mentioned in: Ire, NL, S.

CAP, Biodiversity  and  Fisheries
• If the Common Agriculture Policy is mentioned, the policy developments

receive credit, but more needs to be done (Fin, Hun, NL, S); P assesses

the current CAP as satisfactory, more needs to be done domestically 

(incl. rural multi-functionality and tourism); UK also includes fisheries,

and asks for labelling of eco-food; Belgium asks for including SD criteria

to fall under the table.  One solution could be that the statutory remit of the

councils should be extended.41

The councils are often more triggered by the international/UN dimension

(Finland, Ireland, Sweden, also: Belgium, partly Germany and Portugal),

and have been active in the WSSD (Belgium, Germany, Sweden; partly: UK,

Portugal).

3 Lisbon process: preparation of the Spring Summits
The coordination of the Spring Summit is a good example of how the inclu-

sion of the European dimension in national policies is organised on the

government side, how national governments consider the EU SDS related to

the Lisbon process, which is typically reflected in whether the Ministry of

Environment is involved in the Spring Summit preparation or not, and

whether there is a link to the national SDS.

The first point reveals in part the transition process of European integration:

Originally the Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MinFA) have coordinated all EU

affairs, but now the sectoral Ministries tend to deal with the European

dimension of their individual policy fields.  For overarching issues like the

Lisbon process though the MinFAs often have maintained a certain coordina-

tion function, more or less in cooperation or shared competence with the PM

office.  Sole responsibility of the MinFA can be found in Finland (with

approval of a Parliamentary Committee), Hungary, the Netherlands, Portugal,

and UK; coordination by the PM office is done in Ireland, Sweden, and mixed

responsibility exists in Germany (Ministry for Economic Affairs, MinFA, PM

office).  In Belgium there is a special committee of Director Generals, and

inter-cabinet working groups coordinating the input of the eight Ministries

involved.

The Ministries of Environment are in all cases involved in the government

internal consultation and opinion forming for the Spring Summit.

The link to the national SDS is in all cases weak to non-existent: In the

Ministries for Environment there are often two separate units, one for inter-

national and EU policy, and one for strategies including the SDS, and another

unit might exist in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  This applies mainly in the

bigger member states and/or bigger Ministries (Germany, UK, the

Netherlands).

No SD council besides the Belgian FRDO-CFDD has so far individually dealt

with the Lisbon process.42

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
In each country, the study asked which policy fields prompt people to favour

EU activity (called ‘upstream action’) and which EU policy (planned or exist-

ing) has negative impacts on national policies in the framework of SD (called

‘downstream impact’).  As there is an overlap of what could and should be

43 In the order of importance, measured by the number of countries mentioning and emphasis given.

41 The only council that has implemented this solution in a recent restructuring phase is the Flemish Mina-

raad, who is now obliged to deal with European policies to a certain extend (10%).

42 The EEAC Working Group SD though gave input to a hearing, organised by the European Economic and

Social Committee (EESC) in September 2004.
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tackled on EU and/or international level, the “upstream” category does not

necessarily exclude national action, though in tendency it means that

progressing nationally is more difficult, and/or additional EU action would

be desired or required.

Upstream action - Policy fields for which EU activity is desired or 
required43

Climate change / energy:
• set decoupling targets for different sectors (B);

• energy policy particularly to be combined with technology advancement,

research/innovation technologies for CO2-free electricity production, and

also e.g. fuel cells, hydrogen (D);

• energy tax and fuels: kerosin, diesel (NL), carbon tax (IRE);

• targets for energy efficiency and renewables (S);

• inter alia promoting renewable energy with European funds (UK);

• policy commitments for post 2012 (D, P, S, UK);

• unspecific: Fin, Hun.

Research & Development:
• Spend more for R&D, e.g. on biofuels (B, Fin: “follow the good example

of Finland, spend more on R&D instead of CAP”; P and UK: unspecific

demand for increased funding);

• the 7th Research Framework Program needs to include the possibility for

pilot projects in SD (D);

• environmental innovation (cf. also environment priority for the Dutch

Presidency), with increased funds for research and development;

• environmental technology: ETAP (Environmental Technology Action Plan) is

important, - most technologies should be ‘environmentally adjusted’ (S);

• not mentioned in: Ire, Hun.

Transport:
• to tackle mobility problems, taxation would be needed (though it is

assessed as unrealistic that an agreement can be found on EU level) (B);

• more funding should be invested in rail transport (D, Fin, P), particularly

to shift freight (D), and sea-waterways (Fin);

• measures regarding aviation (emissions) and transport in general (UK);

• not mentioned in: Ire, NL, S.

CAP, Biodiversity  and  Fisheries
• If the Common Agriculture Policy is mentioned, the policy developments

receive credit, but more needs to be done (Fin, Hun, NL, S); P assesses

the current CAP as satisfactory, more needs to be done domestically 

(incl. rural multi-functionality and tourism); UK also includes fisheries,

and asks for labelling of eco-food; Belgium asks for including SD criteria

to fall under the table.  One solution could be that the statutory remit of the

councils should be extended.41

The councils are often more triggered by the international/UN dimension

(Finland, Ireland, Sweden, also: Belgium, partly Germany and Portugal),

and have been active in the WSSD (Belgium, Germany, Sweden; partly: UK,

Portugal).

3 Lisbon process: preparation of the Spring Summits
The coordination of the Spring Summit is a good example of how the inclu-

sion of the European dimension in national policies is organised on the

government side, how national governments consider the EU SDS related to

the Lisbon process, which is typically reflected in whether the Ministry of

Environment is involved in the Spring Summit preparation or not, and

whether there is a link to the national SDS.

The first point reveals in part the transition process of European integration:

Originally the Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MinFA) have coordinated all EU

affairs, but now the sectoral Ministries tend to deal with the European

dimension of their individual policy fields.  For overarching issues like the

Lisbon process though the MinFAs often have maintained a certain coordina-

tion function, more or less in cooperation or shared competence with the PM

office.  Sole responsibility of the MinFA can be found in Finland (with

approval of a Parliamentary Committee), Hungary, the Netherlands, Portugal,

and UK; coordination by the PM office is done in Ireland, Sweden, and mixed

responsibility exists in Germany (Ministry for Economic Affairs, MinFA, PM

office).  In Belgium there is a special committee of Director Generals, and

inter-cabinet working groups coordinating the input of the eight Ministries

involved.

The Ministries of Environment are in all cases involved in the government

internal consultation and opinion forming for the Spring Summit.

The link to the national SDS is in all cases weak to non-existent: In the

Ministries for Environment there are often two separate units, one for inter-

national and EU policy, and one for strategies including the SDS, and another

unit might exist in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  This applies mainly in the

bigger member states and/or bigger Ministries (Germany, UK, the

Netherlands).

No SD council besides the Belgian FRDO-CFDD has so far individually dealt

with the Lisbon process.42

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
In each country, the study asked which policy fields prompt people to favour

EU activity (called ‘upstream action’) and which EU policy (planned or exist-

ing) has negative impacts on national policies in the framework of SD (called

‘downstream impact’).  As there is an overlap of what could and should be

43 In the order of importance, measured by the number of countries mentioning and emphasis given.

41 The only council that has implemented this solution in a recent restructuring phase is the Flemish Mina-

raad, who is now obliged to deal with European policies to a certain extend (10%).

42 The EEAC Working Group SD though gave input to a hearing, organised by the European Economic and

Social Committee (EESC) in September 2004.
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that the national SDSs have to be better linked to the EU strategy.  Also, the

requests for actions in key policy fields reflect that national manoeuvring

space is small.  The highlights here clearly are climate change and energy

policy, transport, and the overall demand for more EU funding in

Research&Development.  The 7th Research Framework Program is or should

be hence a target for putting innovation in the framework of SD.

Also the conditional targets, as started in Belgium and Germany, might be an

interesting instrument for other countries to better link the national and the

EU dimension.

The other way round it is less understandable why the EU SDS did not

consider national SDSs when it was developed in 2001.  For the review 2004

the Commission conducted a survey of national SDSs, which falls a bit short

in its degree of verification.47 How these insights will find their way into the

reviewed EU SDS remains to be seen.

47 European Commission Staff Working Document (2004).
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2002, with the exception of “transition” processes and long-term environ-

mental agreements with industry as continuing policies from previous

government(s).  In earlier times EU targets (and policies) were considered

rather as the lowest common denominator and the Netherlands was more

ambitious.  Nowadays things have changed, and environmental policy

makers express that they are glad about EU targets, because without them

the national targets would not only have been lowered to that level, but

would supposedly have been removed.  Emission trading and the EU objec-

tives for renewables were mentioned as particularly positive examples.

Sweden has played a strong role in EU environmental/integration policies

that are important for the country, e.g. chemicals policy.  The EU SDS plays a

role, but other international goals and commitments seem to be more impor-

tant.

The UK has a long-term CO2-reduction target, but do not bind it to one on EU

level.  The attitude towards EU policies seems to have developed to a pro-

active, particularly in the environment field, but this does not apply in general.

5 Conclusions
The low degree of consideration of the EU SDS for national SD strategies

and policies is sobering, but also understandable from the member states

point of view:  They have so far felt that they need to find out for them-

selves what SD might mean - in general and for the country.  It reflects a

‘learning’ attitude that should be welcomed, and is expected to provide for

ownership.  Interestingly, work from international organisations like the

OECD, and even the UN CSD, is considered rather than the EU SDS.  This

could on the one hand mean that the EU is predominantly perceived as a

legislator, and the open method of coordination has not reached the hearts

of the member states (which seems to apply also the other way round).  On

the other hand EU Green Books or White Books (e.g. on governance, which

is similarly a ‘fuzzy’ issue) sometimes get more attention than the EU SDS.

Maybe it is its hermaphrodite position between a programmatic strategy

document and aiming at concrete policy that makes it more difficult to deal

with.  Because of its low degree of integration with other policies the EU

SDS tends to be perceived as a ‘stand-alone’ issue, which hence does not

encourage national SDSs and actors.  It is not perceived as a policy driver

within the Commission, as officials are not committed to it.  Member states

are hence not triggered to consider it.  In contrast to shifts in attitudes in

the member states towards more ‘learning’, the Agenda 21 approach of

capacity building, ownership and civil society engagement on all levels is

forgotten at the European level.

Most likely though the stronger variables are both the overall attitude

towards the EU: If reserved, then EU legislation is a must and the rest gets

neglected; if positive, and having a positive impact for the country, then the

totality gets attention.

Anyhow, after a phase of national self-orientation it is now acknowledged
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Finland struggles with the (current) burden sharing agreements, and Sweden

is concerned about EU chemicals policy, whereas in Ireland CAP causes

constraints (as well as benefits).

Portugal in general finds that EU policies do not sufficiently consider and

include the specific situation of the country (Southern European countries);

this particularly applies to CAP, rural development and nature protection

policies.  CFP is damaging biodiversity and does not acknowledge non-fish-

ing reserves (a similar problem was faced in Sweden).

Conditional targets or implementation
In Belgium the implementation of an energy/CO2-tax is linked with an agree-

ment at EU level.

Germany established a CO2 reduction target for the year 2020 (-40%), 

whose implementation it makes dependent upon the setting of an EU target

of -30%.  Conversely, the EU target of 20% share of biofuels by 2020 raised a

discussion, whether this should be just adopted or whether a more ambi-

tious target should be set.45

In other countries there are no conditional targets or implementation.

Overall outlook
Belgium takes EU legislation rather seriously and governments have been

committed to transpose all Directives into national law.46 The government

also strives to influence EU policies towards SD in some fields, with some

focus on the international trade dimension, and has exerted an influence on

the EU SDS itself.

Germany: Although the EU (SDS) has so far not yet played a role for national

SD policies it has meanwhile been realised as important including the need

to be improved: particularly as national targets will increasingly be condi-

tional upon EU targets (like the German CO2-reduction target for 2020).

In Finland there tends to be a reservation against targets, and particularly

against ones set by the EU, because of the conviction that targets need to be

developed bottom-up.  It also reveals a bit the tragedy of the forerunner:

Being used to this, and being in top positions in international ranking,

makes it almost unimaginable that an EU target cannot be met (which is

more or less the case with the burden sharing agreement).  The level of

desired upstream actions is relatively low, and reflects the rather reserved

attitude towards the EU. 

In Hungary the EU has been the driving force for progress in environmental

policy, which also applies to Ireland and Portugal.  The EU SD agenda is

expected to play a stronger role after accession.  Overall in Portugal it is said

the country is still trying to find its way (‘inside vision’), and tends to take

‘everything’ that comes from Europe.

The Netherlands as a forerunner in environmental policies, including a

system for greening taxation, was also a driving force in the EU environmen-

tal integration agenda.  This role has changed since a new government in

45 Green Paper Towards a European Strategy for the Security of Energy Supply (COM(2000) 769 final).

46 This does not automatically mean implementation.
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in future WTO negotiations and to reduce quotas and import duties for

developing countries.

• Biodiversity as a field to be tackled by the EU is mentioned by Finland

and Portugal, the latter asking for more funding for its high percentage of

nature conservation areas.

• CFP is mentioned by Portugal as an important policy field.

Chemicals:
Ireland and Sweden mention this as important policy field for EU action.

Cross-cutting issues/instruments:
Environmental taxation / harmonised taxation: Asked for unspecifically (Fin,

Ire S), related to transport (B);

Subsidies and prices: phasing out and/or adjust unsustainable subsidies,

‘getting the prices right’ (NL);

Trade: adoption of labels for fairer trade (B), regarding reduction of poverty

in general (UK), reduction of VAT-levels on products that bear environmental

or ethical labels (B);

Product standards: setting minimum efficiency standards (e.g. for white

goods and vehicles) (UK).

EU SDS related:
Germany would find it desirable if the EU SDS had quantitative targets and a

set of indicators, which could become a reference point for all member

states.  The EU SDS should make use of those indicators commonly used, or

used by a majority of member states (cf. ch. B).

Sweden would like to see its four priority areas (2004 SDS review) become

important for the EU SDS.

Downstream impact - EU policies hampering national SD processes44

Common issues of concern are the overall free movement of goods, which

increases transport volumes (Fin, Hun, UK), and EU funding having too much

emphasis on roads (Hun; relates also to the request for more investment in

rail transport by Finland, Germany and Portugal).  Cohesion funds are partic-

ularly criticised for not only setting wrong incentives, but partly causing

member states to shift their priorities in an unsustainable way (e.g. trans-

port policy in Hungary).  Countries that are (nett) contributors are asked to

be aware of EU funding policies.

Particular problems with liberalization arise in Belgium (public transport:

endangers the advantageous Belgian system), and Germany (electricity

market: causes problems for the program of phasing out nuclear energy).

Public transport also raises the underlying question whether the EU wants to

move towards the “Los Angeles model” or maintain the European one.

Belgium also fears the internal market having an increasing impact on EU

social policies, which might hamper the country’s advanced social system.

44 NB: The findings represent rather highlights, as this aspect was not covered systematically.
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that the national SDSs have to be better linked to the EU strategy.  Also, the

requests for actions in key policy fields reflect that national manoeuvring

space is small.  The highlights here clearly are climate change and energy

policy, transport, and the overall demand for more EU funding in

Research&Development.  The 7th Research Framework Program is or should

be hence a target for putting innovation in the framework of SD.

Also the conditional targets, as started in Belgium and Germany, might be an

interesting instrument for other countries to better link the national and the

EU dimension.

The other way round it is less understandable why the EU SDS did not

consider national SDSs when it was developed in 2001.  For the review 2004

the Commission conducted a survey of national SDSs, which falls a bit short

in its degree of verification.47 How these insights will find their way into the

reviewed EU SDS remains to be seen.

47 European Commission Staff Working Document (2004).
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2002, with the exception of “transition” processes and long-term environ-

mental agreements with industry as continuing policies from previous

government(s).  In earlier times EU targets (and policies) were considered

rather as the lowest common denominator and the Netherlands was more

ambitious.  Nowadays things have changed, and environmental policy

makers express that they are glad about EU targets, because without them

the national targets would not only have been lowered to that level, but

would supposedly have been removed.  Emission trading and the EU objec-

tives for renewables were mentioned as particularly positive examples.

Sweden has played a strong role in EU environmental/integration policies

that are important for the country, e.g. chemicals policy.  The EU SDS plays a

role, but other international goals and commitments seem to be more impor-

tant.

The UK has a long-term CO2-reduction target, but do not bind it to one on EU

level.  The attitude towards EU policies seems to have developed to a pro-

active, particularly in the environment field, but this does not apply in general.

5 Conclusions
The low degree of consideration of the EU SDS for national SD strategies

and policies is sobering, but also understandable from the member states

point of view:  They have so far felt that they need to find out for them-

selves what SD might mean - in general and for the country.  It reflects a

‘learning’ attitude that should be welcomed, and is expected to provide for

ownership.  Interestingly, work from international organisations like the

OECD, and even the UN CSD, is considered rather than the EU SDS.  This

could on the one hand mean that the EU is predominantly perceived as a

legislator, and the open method of coordination has not reached the hearts

of the member states (which seems to apply also the other way round).  On

the other hand EU Green Books or White Books (e.g. on governance, which

is similarly a ‘fuzzy’ issue) sometimes get more attention than the EU SDS.

Maybe it is its hermaphrodite position between a programmatic strategy

document and aiming at concrete policy that makes it more difficult to deal

with.  Because of its low degree of integration with other policies the EU

SDS tends to be perceived as a ‘stand-alone’ issue, which hence does not

encourage national SDSs and actors.  It is not perceived as a policy driver

within the Commission, as officials are not committed to it.  Member states

are hence not triggered to consider it.  In contrast to shifts in attitudes in

the member states towards more ‘learning’, the Agenda 21 approach of

capacity building, ownership and civil society engagement on all levels is

forgotten at the European level.

Most likely though the stronger variables are both the overall attitude

towards the EU: If reserved, then EU legislation is a must and the rest gets

neglected; if positive, and having a positive impact for the country, then the

totality gets attention.

Anyhow, after a phase of national self-orientation it is now acknowledged
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that the national SDSs have to be better linked to the EU strategy.  Also, the

requests for actions in key policy fields reflect that national manoeuvring

space is small.  The highlights here clearly are climate change and energy

policy, transport, and the overall demand for more EU funding in

Research&Development.  The 7th Research Framework Program is or should

be hence a target for putting innovation in the framework of SD.

Also the conditional targets, as started in Belgium and Germany, might be an

interesting instrument for other countries to better link the national and the

EU dimension.

The other way round it is less understandable why the EU SDS did not

consider national SDSs when it was developed in 2001.  For the review 2004

the Commission conducted a survey of national SDSs, which falls a bit short

in its degree of verification.47 How these insights will find their way into the

reviewed EU SDS remains to be seen.

47 European Commission Staff Working Document (2004).
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2002, with the exception of “transition” processes and long-term environ-

mental agreements with industry as continuing policies from previous

government(s).  In earlier times EU targets (and policies) were considered

rather as the lowest common denominator and the Netherlands was more

ambitious.  Nowadays things have changed, and environmental policy

makers express that they are glad about EU targets, because without them

the national targets would not only have been lowered to that level, but

would supposedly have been removed.  Emission trading and the EU objec-

tives for renewables were mentioned as particularly positive examples.

Sweden has played a strong role in EU environmental/integration policies

that are important for the country, e.g. chemicals policy.  The EU SDS plays a

role, but other international goals and commitments seem to be more impor-

tant.

The UK has a long-term CO2-reduction target, but do not bind it to one on EU

level.  The attitude towards EU policies seems to have developed to a pro-

active, particularly in the environment field, but this does not apply in general.

5 Conclusions
The low degree of consideration of the EU SDS for national SD strategies

and policies is sobering, but also understandable from the member states

point of view:  They have so far felt that they need to find out for them-

selves what SD might mean - in general and for the country.  It reflects a

‘learning’ attitude that should be welcomed, and is expected to provide for

ownership.  Interestingly, work from international organisations like the

OECD, and even the UN CSD, is considered rather than the EU SDS.  This

could on the one hand mean that the EU is predominantly perceived as a

legislator, and the open method of coordination has not reached the hearts

of the member states (which seems to apply also the other way round).  On

the other hand EU Green Books or White Books (e.g. on governance, which

is similarly a ‘fuzzy’ issue) sometimes get more attention than the EU SDS.

Maybe it is its hermaphrodite position between a programmatic strategy

document and aiming at concrete policy that makes it more difficult to deal

with.  Because of its low degree of integration with other policies the EU

SDS tends to be perceived as a ‘stand-alone’ issue, which hence does not

encourage national SDSs and actors.  It is not perceived as a policy driver

within the Commission, as officials are not committed to it.  Member states

are hence not triggered to consider it.  In contrast to shifts in attitudes in

the member states towards more ‘learning’, the Agenda 21 approach of

capacity building, ownership and civil society engagement on all levels is

forgotten at the European level.

Most likely though the stronger variables are both the overall attitude

towards the EU: If reserved, then EU legislation is a must and the rest gets

neglected; if positive, and having a positive impact for the country, then the

totality gets attention.

Anyhow, after a phase of national self-orientation it is now acknowledged
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ment is now trying to introduce a more action-based attitude and the SD

council has asked for SD to be made more concrete with many more pilot

projects.  Setting national targets was also expressed as rather difficult (or:

more difficult than elsewhere) in Belgium, Ireland, and nowadays also in the

Netherlands.  UK on the other hand is the country with the longest experi-

ence with an objective-indicator/headline-indicator approach and has

reported progress several times.  Germany has followed this path (first expe-

rience to come later in 2004), and Sweden so far has a solid system of envi-

ronmental and health objectives and for health (link to indicators not fully

finalised).  Voices saying that the SDS process has been too bureaucratic

might be an indicator for having become a bit too state-centred (at least

relative to usual practice in the country).

Particular failures in the sphere of governance cannot be stated, but not 

surprisingly things move fairly slowly as in public administration and politi-

cal culture in general, unless a (new) government is significantly committed

and takes serious measures for this aspect of SD policies.  Hungary is most

lagging behind, with no perceivable progress towards the second round of

commitment to prepare a SDS by 2004, which is now again postponed until

2005/06.48

Belgium considers its achievements regarding an institutional framework

and public participation as successful, whereas the results in (inter)sectoral

policies, and e.g. the use of economic instruments, is rather weak.

In Germany successes of the SDS are the establishment of a monitoring

system, the initiation of pilot SD-projects that are more visible and the inclu-

sion of non-environmental issues such as demographic change in the

agenda.

Ireland considers the establishment of an “environmental network” of

government departments as success for greater coherence and better inte-

gration of environmental considerations into sectoral policies such as

energy, agriculture and marine.  Similarly, in Finland better environmental

integration is regarded as a success of the SDS, as well as the approach that

stakeholder groups were asked to prepare their own SD strategies parallel to

the government SDS process, which has led to better/accelerated strategic

thinking on SD.  Also in Sweden the bottom-up approach of fostering Local

Agenda 21, and the political commitment of the PM are successes of the

early phases, which have more or less continued over time; they are though

not based on the SDS.

Policy fields
Successes in policy fields that are based on the SDS are so far found mainly

in the UK and include: influence on the Energy White Paper (with an underly-

ing approach based explicitly on SD, including CO2 reduction); the govern-

ment’s framework for sustainable production and consumption and the 

sustainable food and farming strategy (food and rural policies now in one

Ministry together with environment) and moving in the most sustainable way

48 In 2002 also Portugal failed, but produced a new draft in July 2004, which was meant to be adopted end of

that year.  This is now postponed to spring 2005 (partly due to changes in government in 2004).

D National SD strategies: 

Successes and shortcomings

1 Achievements of the SD strategies and the (SD) councils
General and governance
Overall, the SD strategies are not considered as having been the driving force

for policy advancements, but having one “helps”: to take action (Belgium), as

a reference point to improve sectoral policies (Germany), to keep the issue on

the agenda for a long time (Finland), to move towards a more overarching

approach (Sweden), to increase policy coherence (UK).  In Finland, Ireland

and the Netherlands (and partly Belgium) the SDS is to the largest extent (in

comparison) a compilation of policies that are going on anyway, with Belgium

and Finland having advanced more in an overarching approach.

Preparing a SDS and both providing or improving the governance framework

(coordination within government, stakeholder involvement), and reflecting

on policy priorities and the long-term perspective are successes in them-

selves in Hungary and Portugal.

In most countries, particularly emphasised in Belgium, Ireland and UK, the

SDS receives credits for having increased an understanding of the concept in

the consciousness of decision-makers and other actors, and has created a

common language.

The inter-ministerial coordination is assessed positively in all countries that

already have a SDS, and hence apparently some coordination mechanism in

place (Belgium, Germany, Finland, Ireland, Sweden and UK), and as deficient

in the Netherlands, Hungary and Portugal.  At the same time in all cases it is

regarded as difficult to get other Ministries committed: In UK some progress

has been made with the instrument of departmental SD strategies (but only

some have followed this so far), and new public bodies have to include SD in

their statutes and activities.  In Belgium the SDS has increased willingness

to discuss, and the new composition of the inter-departmental committee

might improve commitments.  In Germany the lead responsibility of the chan-

cellery, and also the reporting system, is clearly considered as the key

success factor for this aspect, and both Sweden and Portugal in the same

way decided for this mechanism.  Also in Finland that PM overall responsibil-

ity for SD policies is assessed positively because of increased visibility and

political authority.

Regarding the ‘planning’ and ‘learning’ attitude the conclusion seems to be

fairly simple: the most preferable way lies somewhere in the middle,

depending on the culture of each country.  A powerful example is Finland,

which considers its strong bottom-up approach with emphasising ownership

as very successful, but is meanwhile also of the opinion that creating a

better architecture of objectives and setting quantitative targets would now 

be useful.  At the other end, Portugal and Hungary probably have the most

top-down approach, and are also rather weak in stakeholder consultation.

Germany saw an eight-year phase of (parliamentary) debate, which mainly

covered theoretic thinking on concepts and approaches.  The federal govern-
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ment is now trying to introduce a more action-based attitude and the SD

council has asked for SD to be made more concrete with many more pilot

projects.  Setting national targets was also expressed as rather difficult (or:

more difficult than elsewhere) in Belgium, Ireland, and nowadays also in the

Netherlands.  UK on the other hand is the country with the longest experi-

ence with an objective-indicator/headline-indicator approach and has

reported progress several times.  Germany has followed this path (first expe-

rience to come later in 2004), and Sweden so far has a solid system of envi-

ronmental and health objectives and for health (link to indicators not fully

finalised).  Voices saying that the SDS process has been too bureaucratic

might be an indicator for having become a bit too state-centred (at least

relative to usual practice in the country).

Particular failures in the sphere of governance cannot be stated, but not 

surprisingly things move fairly slowly as in public administration and politi-

cal culture in general, unless a (new) government is significantly committed

and takes serious measures for this aspect of SD policies.  Hungary is most

lagging behind, with no perceivable progress towards the second round of

commitment to prepare a SDS by 2004, which is now again postponed until

2005/06.48

Belgium considers its achievements regarding an institutional framework

and public participation as successful, whereas the results in (inter)sectoral

policies, and e.g. the use of economic instruments, is rather weak.

In Germany successes of the SDS are the establishment of a monitoring

system, the initiation of pilot SD-projects that are more visible and the inclu-

sion of non-environmental issues such as demographic change in the

agenda.

Ireland considers the establishment of an “environmental network” of

government departments as success for greater coherence and better inte-

gration of environmental considerations into sectoral policies such as

energy, agriculture and marine.  Similarly, in Finland better environmental

integration is regarded as a success of the SDS, as well as the approach that

stakeholder groups were asked to prepare their own SD strategies parallel to

the government SDS process, which has led to better/accelerated strategic

thinking on SD.  Also in Sweden the bottom-up approach of fostering Local

Agenda 21, and the political commitment of the PM are successes of the

early phases, which have more or less continued over time; they are though

not based on the SDS.

Policy fields
Successes in policy fields that are based on the SDS are so far found mainly

in the UK and include: influence on the Energy White Paper (with an underly-

ing approach based explicitly on SD, including CO2 reduction); the govern-

ment’s framework for sustainable production and consumption and the 

sustainable food and farming strategy (food and rural policies now in one

Ministry together with environment) and moving in the most sustainable way

48 In 2002 also Portugal failed, but produced a new draft in July 2004, which was meant to be adopted end of

that year.  This is now postponed to spring 2005 (partly due to changes in government in 2004).

D National SD strategies: 

Successes and shortcomings

1 Achievements of the SD strategies and the (SD) councils
General and governance
Overall, the SD strategies are not considered as having been the driving force

for policy advancements, but having one “helps”: to take action (Belgium), as

a reference point to improve sectoral policies (Germany), to keep the issue on

the agenda for a long time (Finland), to move towards a more overarching

approach (Sweden), to increase policy coherence (UK).  In Finland, Ireland

and the Netherlands (and partly Belgium) the SDS is to the largest extent (in

comparison) a compilation of policies that are going on anyway, with Belgium

and Finland having advanced more in an overarching approach.

Preparing a SDS and both providing or improving the governance framework

(coordination within government, stakeholder involvement), and reflecting

on policy priorities and the long-term perspective are successes in them-

selves in Hungary and Portugal.

In most countries, particularly emphasised in Belgium, Ireland and UK, the

SDS receives credits for having increased an understanding of the concept in

the consciousness of decision-makers and other actors, and has created a

common language.

The inter-ministerial coordination is assessed positively in all countries that

already have a SDS, and hence apparently some coordination mechanism in

place (Belgium, Germany, Finland, Ireland, Sweden and UK), and as deficient

in the Netherlands, Hungary and Portugal.  At the same time in all cases it is

regarded as difficult to get other Ministries committed: In UK some progress

has been made with the instrument of departmental SD strategies (but only

some have followed this so far), and new public bodies have to include SD in

their statutes and activities.  In Belgium the SDS has increased willingness

to discuss, and the new composition of the inter-departmental committee

might improve commitments.  In Germany the lead responsibility of the chan-

cellery, and also the reporting system, is clearly considered as the key

success factor for this aspect, and both Sweden and Portugal in the same

way decided for this mechanism.  Also in Finland that PM overall responsibil-

ity for SD policies is assessed positively because of increased visibility and

political authority.

Regarding the ‘planning’ and ‘learning’ attitude the conclusion seems to be

fairly simple: the most preferable way lies somewhere in the middle,

depending on the culture of each country.  A powerful example is Finland,

which considers its strong bottom-up approach with emphasising ownership

as very successful, but is meanwhile also of the opinion that creating a

better architecture of objectives and setting quantitative targets would now 

be useful.  At the other end, Portugal and Hungary probably have the most

top-down approach, and are also rather weak in stakeholder consultation.

Germany saw an eight-year phase of (parliamentary) debate, which mainly

covered theoretic thinking on concepts and approaches.  The federal govern-
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The UK SDC regards its engagement with food and farming policy as success-

ful, and its influence on energy policy (see above).  And it has put sustain-

able consumption on the policy agenda, and is now jointly running a round

table to develop more specific proposals (similarly in Finland where a new

commission was established).  The same issue was the subject of a success-

ful recommendation of the German SDC.  

The Belgian SDC, as for the country as whole, regards its achievements in

the (internal and domestic) governance dimension as most important.

Highlights in policy fields are an advice on fiscal instruments for climate

change, and its contribution to the 2nd SDS 2004.

Acknowledged advice of the Portuguese SDC on hazardous waste, GMOs and

the ratification of the Aarhus Convention might find its way into the draft SDS.

2 Where to move to?
The overall picture reveals that the governance dimension is of utmost

importance for SD processes.  In all countries there are improvement poten-

tials in the relevant aspects of governance, and also in policy fields.

Nevertheless, some patterns can be identified, which depend on the starting

point of an individual country and which aspects have so far been focused

on.  This might mean e.g. filling in gaps (in content), shift the focus from

architecture to action or vice versa, revising priority fields and/or introduce a

systematic monitoring system, incl. agreeing on objectives and targets,

moving towards a balance of ‘planning’ and ‘learning’.  Table 7 highlights the

key aspects, some of which are complementary, often along the lines leader-

ship - ownership and top-down - bottom-up, as introduced further above50:

1 and 2 Focusing on policy coherence (typically with a top-down approach)

tends to lead to a well designed architecture of the strategy, but

might fall short in linking the strategy with actions, i.e. making SD

more concrete (e.g. Germany; mixed: Belgium); whereas a focus on

actions might be caused by a strong bottom-up approach (e.g.

Finland), or by deficient priority setting and/or only compiling exist-

ing policies (e.g. Netherlands, partly Ireland).

3 A top-down approach might have achieved a systematic review

process with objectives and targets in place and measuring progress

with indicators (UK, Germany); deficient review processes might be

caused by a focus on bottom-up (e.g. Finland, also so far reservations

against targets) or political/administrative reasons (e.g. Belgium,

Ireland, Netherlands.  Selecting priority fields, and mainly their revi-

sion is in most cases not transparent.  Also target setting is a chal-

lenge in most countries: In Germany quantitative targets were agreed

in the SDS, in UK and Sweden they stem from previous or sectoral

policies (with Sweden strong environmental quality objectives are in

place, with such a process, but mainly not in other fields).  Finland

and Sweden have indicators, but they are not or only partly used.

50 Hungary is not included in this Table, as it has not yet started a SDS process.
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under CAP.  Not that the SDS has led directly to these policy changes, but it

has created a climate of opinion in government, which has enabled them to

happen.

This also applies to Ireland, where first steps have been undertaken in

“greening” of fiscal instruments and amended legislation for planning and

development was introduced, which requires planning authorities to take

account of SD in the elaboration of development plans and control decisions.

In Finland and Sweden earlier policies for environmental/ecological sustain-

ability have been successful: Finland: e.g. increased eco-efficiency.  Sweden

has made significant progress in decoupling, has a long-term CO2-target and

15 environmental quality objectives (more recently also health objectives),

and has included key ecological indicators in the Finance Plan.

The Netherlands have started an interesting program for environmental inte-

gration, called “transition processes” (for energy, agriculture, transport,

biodiversity), which is though not rooted in a SDS but in its National

Environment Plan (NEP).49

On the implementation side it is often mentioned that the budget implica-

tions/required shifts in budgets are not tackled seriously.  In the UK there

have been two attempts to include SD criteria in the periodic reviews of

departmental spending plans, with ambiguous results: the attempts were

made, but the reports and their  outcomes remain unknown.  In the same

way taxation for more sustainable transport has ceased again, and it is

uncertain whether the “sustainable communities” strategy will be environ-

mentally sustainable in its implementation.

SD councils
SD councils in general have supported and fostered the governance dimen-

sions of SD processes.  They have been drivers for better government 

coordination and stakeholder participation (e.g. Germany, Belgium, Finland,

Ireland, partly Portugal, partly UK for vertical coordination), agenda and/or

target setting (e.g. Germany, UK, Sweden) and sometimes achieved unex-

pected agreements among stakeholders.  A prominent example is an agree-

ment on coal policies in Germany (partly similar in Ireland on carbon taxa-

tion and rural housing, as well as an agreement on “principles for SD”).  The

German SDC also caught attention for a recommendation on land consump-

tion and successfully conducted a dialogue process on sustainability and

society; these two elements will be included in the SDS review, which is also

the first time that a federal government policy paper takes up civil society

contributions.  The Finnish SDC emphasises that its existence has provided

continuity in keeping SD on the government agenda for a long time, and that

a SD approach has started to become part of “every day life”.  The Swedish

MVB and the Dutch RMNO have been successful in bridging the gap between

science and government/practitioners; the MVB also conducted dialogue

with business that resulted in voluntary agreement with government in three

business sectors.

49 It is questioned whether the Dutch SD “Action Plan” is a SDS: Some consider the NEP as SDS, some find the

Action Plan as not strategic enough (cf. also Introduction, “strategy” or “plan”).
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The UK SDC regards its engagement with food and farming policy as success-

ful, and its influence on energy policy (see above).  And it has put sustain-

able consumption on the policy agenda, and is now jointly running a round

table to develop more specific proposals (similarly in Finland where a new

commission was established).  The same issue was the subject of a success-

ful recommendation of the German SDC.  

The Belgian SDC, as for the country as whole, regards its achievements in

the (internal and domestic) governance dimension as most important.

Highlights in policy fields are an advice on fiscal instruments for climate

change, and its contribution to the 2nd SDS 2004.

Acknowledged advice of the Portuguese SDC on hazardous waste, GMOs and

the ratification of the Aarhus Convention might find its way into the draft SDS.

2 Where to move to?
The overall picture reveals that the governance dimension is of utmost

importance for SD processes.  In all countries there are improvement poten-

tials in the relevant aspects of governance, and also in policy fields.

Nevertheless, some patterns can be identified, which depend on the starting

point of an individual country and which aspects have so far been focused

on.  This might mean e.g. filling in gaps (in content), shift the focus from

architecture to action or vice versa, revising priority fields and/or introduce a

systematic monitoring system, incl. agreeing on objectives and targets,

moving towards a balance of ‘planning’ and ‘learning’.  Table 7 highlights the

key aspects, some of which are complementary, often along the lines leader-

ship - ownership and top-down - bottom-up, as introduced further above50:

1 and 2 Focusing on policy coherence (typically with a top-down approach)

tends to lead to a well designed architecture of the strategy, but

might fall short in linking the strategy with actions, i.e. making SD

more concrete (e.g. Germany; mixed: Belgium); whereas a focus on

actions might be caused by a strong bottom-up approach (e.g.

Finland), or by deficient priority setting and/or only compiling exist-

ing policies (e.g. Netherlands, partly Ireland).

3 A top-down approach might have achieved a systematic review

process with objectives and targets in place and measuring progress

with indicators (UK, Germany); deficient review processes might be

caused by a focus on bottom-up (e.g. Finland, also so far reservations

against targets) or political/administrative reasons (e.g. Belgium,

Ireland, Netherlands.  Selecting priority fields, and mainly their revi-

sion is in most cases not transparent.  Also target setting is a chal-

lenge in most countries: In Germany quantitative targets were agreed

in the SDS, in UK and Sweden they stem from previous or sectoral

policies (with Sweden strong environmental quality objectives are in

place, with such a process, but mainly not in other fields).  Finland

and Sweden have indicators, but they are not or only partly used.

50 Hungary is not included in this Table, as it has not yet started a SDS process.
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under CAP.  Not that the SDS has led directly to these policy changes, but it

has created a climate of opinion in government, which has enabled them to

happen.

This also applies to Ireland, where first steps have been undertaken in

“greening” of fiscal instruments and amended legislation for planning and

development was introduced, which requires planning authorities to take

account of SD in the elaboration of development plans and control decisions.

In Finland and Sweden earlier policies for environmental/ecological sustain-

ability have been successful: Finland: e.g. increased eco-efficiency.  Sweden

has made significant progress in decoupling, has a long-term CO2-target and

15 environmental quality objectives (more recently also health objectives),

and has included key ecological indicators in the Finance Plan.

The Netherlands have started an interesting program for environmental inte-

gration, called “transition processes” (for energy, agriculture, transport,

biodiversity), which is though not rooted in a SDS but in its National

Environment Plan (NEP).49

On the implementation side it is often mentioned that the budget implica-

tions/required shifts in budgets are not tackled seriously.  In the UK there

have been two attempts to include SD criteria in the periodic reviews of

departmental spending plans, with ambiguous results: the attempts were

made, but the reports and their  outcomes remain unknown.  In the same

way taxation for more sustainable transport has ceased again, and it is

uncertain whether the “sustainable communities” strategy will be environ-

mentally sustainable in its implementation.

SD councils
SD councils in general have supported and fostered the governance dimen-

sions of SD processes.  They have been drivers for better government 

coordination and stakeholder participation (e.g. Germany, Belgium, Finland,

Ireland, partly Portugal, partly UK for vertical coordination), agenda and/or

target setting (e.g. Germany, UK, Sweden) and sometimes achieved unex-

pected agreements among stakeholders.  A prominent example is an agree-

ment on coal policies in Germany (partly similar in Ireland on carbon taxa-

tion and rural housing, as well as an agreement on “principles for SD”).  The

German SDC also caught attention for a recommendation on land consump-

tion and successfully conducted a dialogue process on sustainability and

society; these two elements will be included in the SDS review, which is also

the first time that a federal government policy paper takes up civil society

contributions.  The Finnish SDC emphasises that its existence has provided

continuity in keeping SD on the government agenda for a long time, and that

a SD approach has started to become part of “every day life”.  The Swedish

MVB and the Dutch RMNO have been successful in bridging the gap between

science and government/practitioners; the MVB also conducted dialogue

with business that resulted in voluntary agreement with government in three

business sectors.

49 It is questioned whether the Dutch SD “Action Plan” is a SDS: Some consider the NEP as SDS, some find the

Action Plan as not strategic enough (cf. also Introduction, “strategy” or “plan”).
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3 Most difficult policy fields
Those policy fields for which EU activity is desired or identified as necessary

are typically also ones domestically difficult to make progress in.

Sometimes though policy fields that are solely or mainly a domestic prob-

lem, or to be tackled domestically, rank similarly high in the ‘degree of diffi-

culty’ as the others: This tends to apply to countries where there is still a lot

to do in more classical environment policy fields like waste management

(Finland, Ireland, Hungary), water quality (Ireland, the Netherlands, Sweden

with an ambitious objective for zero-eutrophication), water management, soil

erosion and desertification (Portugal), or air quality (Ireland).  This also

applies to planning, land use and housing (Finland, Hungary, Ireland,

Portugal, the Netherlands; ambitious objective: Germany) and meta-issues

like education (Hungary, Portugal; with high ambitions: UK).

Literally all countries regard the following fields as most difficult to make

progress in:

• Climate change / energy,

• Mobility / transport,

• Sustainable production and consumption,

the last has so far been tackled under the aim of decoupling in the

Netherlands, Sweden and Germany.

For Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands and Portugal also agriculture ranges

high in this assessment, whereas for Sweden sustainable forestry is a diffi-

cult challenge.  Sweden also includes the goal of a non-toxic environment in

the list of thorny fields.

Belgium and Finland stress the future of the social component as difficult to

tackle, with Finland questioning how the Nordic welfare state may be main-

tained with an ageing population.

Table 8 provides an overview of those policy fields that are stated as most

difficult to make progress in.

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Chal lenges  nat ional  SDSs

64

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

4 A strong bottom-up approach in tendency is correlated with a rather

weak architecture, and the other way round.  All countries besides

Finland and Sweden could improve this, with Belgium, Ireland and UK

having already put more efforts in this aspect than the others.  The

Netherlands and Portugal, followed by Ireland and Sweden could

improve ways of stakeholder consultation; Germany has shown the

most innovative and wide-spread approach (incl. all media), followed

by UK and Belgium.  Acknowledgement and ownership of the SDS as

overarching strategy should be improved in the Netherlands and

Portugal, followed by Sweden and Ireland.

5 Horizontal coordination may be improved in all countries, but seems

to be a particular challenge in Portugal and the Netherlands (partly

UK).  A similar picture applies to the challenge of getting concerned

Ministries committed, an aspect in which Germany and Sweden seem

to have made most progress (and partly UK).

6 Vertical coordination is most focused on in Finland and Sweden

(correlating with a strong bottom-up approach), but also in the UK

(devolved governments) and Belgium (federal situation and division

of competences between the levels as key challenge).

7 The EU (SDS) is only explicitly considered in Belgium, and to a lesser

extent in Sweden, Portugal and Ireland, and is hence most deficient in

the other countries.

Table 7: Main improvement potentials for national SD strategies (in nine EU countries)

improvement potentials for: b d fin ire nl p s uk

1 Policy / SDS coherence ?

2 Architecture of SDS,

relation to actions

Move from actions to 

strategy/improve architecture ?

<>

Make SD more concrete ?

3 Monitoring and review process

- improve selecting priority fields 

and overall systematic approach

- measure progress with indicators ?

- agree on targets ?

4 Improve bottom-up approach

- Increase ownership

- Improve way of stakeholder 

consultation

5 Horizontal coordination

Getting Ministries committed

6 Vertical coordination (national)

7 EU (SDS) link

Table 8: Main policy fields most difficult to make progress in (nine EU countries): assessment of the countries

Applies Partly/indirectly mentioned With an ambitious objective

b d fin hun ire nl p s uk

Energy/climate change

Mobility/transport

Sustainable production 

and consumption

Land use and housing

Agriculture

Waste Management

Water Quality

Education

Welfare state/aging 

population

Applies strongly Applies to a lesser extent Applies in general, no particular deficiency

? Indications that the feature might apply (Portugal: only draft SDS so far, actions and measures will be

developed in a “Plan of Implementation”)
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3 Most difficult policy fields
Those policy fields for which EU activity is desired or identified as necessary

are typically also ones domestically difficult to make progress in.

Sometimes though policy fields that are solely or mainly a domestic prob-

lem, or to be tackled domestically, rank similarly high in the ‘degree of diffi-

culty’ as the others: This tends to apply to countries where there is still a lot

to do in more classical environment policy fields like waste management

(Finland, Ireland, Hungary), water quality (Ireland, the Netherlands, Sweden

with an ambitious objective for zero-eutrophication), water management, soil

erosion and desertification (Portugal), or air quality (Ireland).  This also

applies to planning, land use and housing (Finland, Hungary, Ireland,

Portugal, the Netherlands; ambitious objective: Germany) and meta-issues

like education (Hungary, Portugal; with high ambitions: UK).

Literally all countries regard the following fields as most difficult to make

progress in:

• Climate change / energy,

• Mobility / transport,

• Sustainable production and consumption,

the last has so far been tackled under the aim of decoupling in the

Netherlands, Sweden and Germany.

For Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands and Portugal also agriculture ranges

high in this assessment, whereas for Sweden sustainable forestry is a diffi-

cult challenge.  Sweden also includes the goal of a non-toxic environment in

the list of thorny fields.

Belgium and Finland stress the future of the social component as difficult to

tackle, with Finland questioning how the Nordic welfare state may be main-

tained with an ageing population.

Table 8 provides an overview of those policy fields that are stated as most

difficult to make progress in.
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4 A strong bottom-up approach in tendency is correlated with a rather

weak architecture, and the other way round.  All countries besides

Finland and Sweden could improve this, with Belgium, Ireland and UK

having already put more efforts in this aspect than the others.  The

Netherlands and Portugal, followed by Ireland and Sweden could

improve ways of stakeholder consultation; Germany has shown the

most innovative and wide-spread approach (incl. all media), followed

by UK and Belgium.  Acknowledgement and ownership of the SDS as

overarching strategy should be improved in the Netherlands and

Portugal, followed by Sweden and Ireland.

5 Horizontal coordination may be improved in all countries, but seems

to be a particular challenge in Portugal and the Netherlands (partly

UK).  A similar picture applies to the challenge of getting concerned

Ministries committed, an aspect in which Germany and Sweden seem

to have made most progress (and partly UK).

6 Vertical coordination is most focused on in Finland and Sweden

(correlating with a strong bottom-up approach), but also in the UK

(devolved governments) and Belgium (federal situation and division

of competences between the levels as key challenge).

7 The EU (SDS) is only explicitly considered in Belgium, and to a lesser

extent in Sweden, Portugal and Ireland, and is hence most deficient in

the other countries.

Table 7: Main improvement potentials for national SD strategies (in nine EU countries)

improvement potentials for: b d fin ire nl p s uk

1 Policy / SDS coherence ?

2 Architecture of SDS,

relation to actions

Move from actions to 

strategy/improve architecture ?

<>

Make SD more concrete ?

3 Monitoring and review process

- improve selecting priority fields 

and overall systematic approach

- measure progress with indicators ?

- agree on targets ?

4 Improve bottom-up approach

- Increase ownership

- Improve way of stakeholder 

consultation

5 Horizontal coordination

Getting Ministries committed

6 Vertical coordination (national)

7 EU (SDS) link

Table 8: Main policy fields most difficult to make progress in (nine EU countries): assessment of the countries

Applies Partly/indirectly mentioned With an ambitious objective

b d fin hun ire nl p s uk

Energy/climate change

Mobility/transport

Sustainable production 

and consumption

Land use and housing

Agriculture

Waste Management

Water Quality

Education

Welfare state/aging 

population

Applies strongly Applies to a lesser extent Applies in general, no particular deficiency

? Indications that the feature might apply (Portugal: only draft SDS so far, actions and measures will be

developed in a “Plan of Implementation”)
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/( ) The mid-term review of the SDS was not entirely systematic: some

previously announced priorities were left out with no reference or

explanation, the previous priority fields lack measures of progress

and future measures are unclear;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation is now taken seriously, and the SD coun-

cil plays a key role in experimenting with new forms of increasing

involvement of society;

( )/ So far poor vertical coordination: will have to be improved, if only

because of certain objectives that can only be reached with strong

commitment and cooperation of the Laender and local level; LA 21

initiatives still play a role, and may become a valuable partner;

( ) So far poor link to EU policies and the EU SDS (recently improv-

ing); there are also coordination deficits in this respect.

Finland
Strong background in environmental sustainability: ranging on top

of the Environmental Sustainability Index (2002);

PM chairing the SD council gives political weight; continuity has

been achieved

/( ) Strong bottom-up approach: broad stakeholder commitment;

though conflicts are not explicitly addressed; most success stories

are found on the local level;

/ Good cooperation of government departments; but getting all 

concerned departments committed remains a challenge;

/ Links and coherence of all strategies and programmes in place

seem deficient;

( )/ Set of indicators in place, though no clear link to objectives of the

SD strategy, which also lacks quantitative targets (envisioned now

for 2005).

Hungary
/ PM office committed to participating in the SD process, which still

has to be designed.

( )/ Horizontal integration and policy coherence needs to be improved.

( )/ Stakeholder consultation and involvement has to be improved.

Establishment and development of the stakeholder council OKT is

positive.

Challenge of strategic directions for prioritization and actions still

has to be met.

Vertical coordination/integration needs to be taken into account

from the beginning. 

All actors still need to be encouraged to take their own initiatives;

better coordination of NGOs and more involvement in national 

policy making would be desirable.

Preparing a SDS is again postponed (until 2005/06).

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Chal lenges  nat ional  SDSs

66

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

4 National SD strategies in nine countries: achievements
and challenges

Achievements and challenges of national SD strategies in each country are

assessed in a summarised way as follows.

achievement

( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge

Belgium
Comprehensive strategy; environment is a bit limited (at least on

the measures side) because of limited federal competence;

The EU SDS plays a strong role;

Stakeholder consultation is taken seriously;

/( ) SDS as a ‘living document’ with clear priority fields and strategic

approach, but underpinning objectives are missing or a bit arbitrary.

Moving towards a national (vs. federal) SDS will be a challenge;

/( ) Getting all concerned departments committed is still a challenge,

but the institutional setting has beneficial potentials.  Lead

responsibility is again given to a State Secretary for SD, now

attached to a powerful Vice-Prime Minister;

/ There was no systematic review of the first SDS yet (but a second

SDS was developed), which is partly due to its reputation as being

a “wish-list” and some problems with time frames; it might be

worthwhile to reconsider the review terms and mechanisms;

( )/ Overall, the emphasis in Belgium seems, due to the complex 

institutional context, to lie a bit too heavily on the procedural

component, and substance gets lost a bit;

Agreeing on more clear, and quantitative objectives and (key-)

indicators will be a challenge.

Germany
Commitment of the PM (chancellor), lead responsibility, steering

and coordination by the chancellery (PM office), with a green cabi-

net as horizontal coordination mechanism; this role is considered

as a key success factor, which has supported sticking to targets

and supported the commitment of other Ministries;

/( ) SDS as a ‘living document’ with priority fields and a comprehen-

sive approach, and (partly quantitative) underpinning objectives;

though it is also criticised for lack of vision and strategic

approach, lack of link to other overarching government

program(s), and for being not ambitious enough;



Comparat ive  analys is  -  Chal lenges  nat ional  SDSs

67

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

/( ) The mid-term review of the SDS was not entirely systematic: some

previously announced priorities were left out with no reference or

explanation, the previous priority fields lack measures of progress

and future measures are unclear;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation is now taken seriously, and the SD coun-

cil plays a key role in experimenting with new forms of increasing

involvement of society;

( )/ So far poor vertical coordination: will have to be improved, if only

because of certain objectives that can only be reached with strong

commitment and cooperation of the Laender and local level; LA 21

initiatives still play a role, and may become a valuable partner;

( ) So far poor link to EU policies and the EU SDS (recently improv-

ing); there are also coordination deficits in this respect.

Finland
Strong background in environmental sustainability: ranging on top

of the Environmental Sustainability Index (2002);

PM chairing the SD council gives political weight; continuity has

been achieved

/( ) Strong bottom-up approach: broad stakeholder commitment;

though conflicts are not explicitly addressed; most success stories

are found on the local level;

/ Good cooperation of government departments; but getting all 

concerned departments committed remains a challenge;

/ Links and coherence of all strategies and programmes in place

seem deficient;

( )/ Set of indicators in place, though no clear link to objectives of the

SD strategy, which also lacks quantitative targets (envisioned now

for 2005).

Hungary
/ PM office committed to participating in the SD process, which still

has to be designed.

( )/ Horizontal integration and policy coherence needs to be improved.

( )/ Stakeholder consultation and involvement has to be improved.

Establishment and development of the stakeholder council OKT is

positive.

Challenge of strategic directions for prioritization and actions still

has to be met.

Vertical coordination/integration needs to be taken into account

from the beginning. 

All actors still need to be encouraged to take their own initiatives;

better coordination of NGOs and more involvement in national 

policy making would be desirable.

Preparing a SDS is again postponed (until 2005/06).
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4 National SD strategies in nine countries: achievements
and challenges

Achievements and challenges of national SD strategies in each country are

assessed in a summarised way as follows.

achievement

( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge

Belgium
Comprehensive strategy; environment is a bit limited (at least on

the measures side) because of limited federal competence;

The EU SDS plays a strong role;

Stakeholder consultation is taken seriously;

/( ) SDS as a ‘living document’ with clear priority fields and strategic

approach, but underpinning objectives are missing or a bit arbitrary.

Moving towards a national (vs. federal) SDS will be a challenge;

/( ) Getting all concerned departments committed is still a challenge,

but the institutional setting has beneficial potentials.  Lead

responsibility is again given to a State Secretary for SD, now

attached to a powerful Vice-Prime Minister;

/ There was no systematic review of the first SDS yet (but a second

SDS was developed), which is partly due to its reputation as being

a “wish-list” and some problems with time frames; it might be

worthwhile to reconsider the review terms and mechanisms;

( )/ Overall, the emphasis in Belgium seems, due to the complex 

institutional context, to lie a bit too heavily on the procedural

component, and substance gets lost a bit;

Agreeing on more clear, and quantitative objectives and (key-)

indicators will be a challenge.

Germany
Commitment of the PM (chancellor), lead responsibility, steering

and coordination by the chancellery (PM office), with a green cabi-

net as horizontal coordination mechanism; this role is considered

as a key success factor, which has supported sticking to targets

and supported the commitment of other Ministries;

/( ) SDS as a ‘living document’ with priority fields and a comprehen-

sive approach, and (partly quantitative) underpinning objectives;

though it is also criticised for lack of vision and strategic

approach, lack of link to other overarching government

program(s), and for being not ambitious enough;
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( )/ Improving stakeholder involvement and consultation: a strong 

tradition of stakeholder involvement, but not well done for the

SD(S), - partly also due to previous overload of consultation;

( )/ Fragmented approaches and coordination deficits, some improve-

ment aimed at, but it doesn’t appear as a breakthrough so far;

oversight seems to be missing;

SD(S) seems to be imposed and is largely seen as WSSD follow-

up; hence there is no perceivable architecture, no strategic

approach: it appears as muddling-through, - and even if this is at

least partly a natural characteristic of a complex concept, tackling

this complexity by vision and strategy, prioritisation, followed by

means and objectives, linking with previous and ongoing policies

etc., is missing;

Agenda for SD(S) shall be “not static”, but this attitude does not

result in underpinning objectives; too much concentrating on action;

A new government slowed down the SD agenda more; possibly a

stakeholder institution (SD council) would have been able to

provide for more continuity (the “National Institute for SD (NIDO)”

has more an experimenting and facilitating function); also previ-

ously successful instruments in environmental policy were partly

abandoned (taxation) or reduced (subsidies);

The association of local authorities (VNG) has abandoned priority

for SD since the beginning of 2004 (no overview of local activities

incl. LA 21 was given; interview was refused).

Portugal
Starting to move into the direction that SD(S) is a learning process

(society and government): that an SDS is not a plan in the tradi-

tional sense (producing a plan which will be implemented), but

needs both the strategic vision and direction, and a ‘plan’ part

with decisions on actions, targets and resources;

PM office now leading;

/ Danger of overloading the SDS process with all the deficiencies of

a country: on the NGO side there is a lot of frustration about this

situation; for the government side the difficulty of dealing with

complexity becomes apparent: the second part of the process

stalled in the attempt to comprise all “plans” already existing;

/ Challenge of strategic directions for actions and prioritisation still

has to be met; a start is made in the new draft SDS (2004);

Vertical coordination/integration: Involvement of local communi-

ties has to be started;

Stakeholder consultation and involvement has to be improved:

Process has not been transparent; NGOs also lack support;

All actors still need to be encouraged and have adequate condi-

tions in order to take their own initiatives;

Overall implementation deficit of government.
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Ireland
The SDS put issues on the agenda that had not been there before,

and addressed others differently than before; some progress has

been made in key policies like the National Development Plan;

/( ) Ireland seems to take seriously the need to tackle the backlog of

environmental problems; the state of environment at the same time

reveals that environmental policy was neglected during the 1990s;

there are still challenges in pollution reduction and prevention;

/( ) References to the EU SDS are not “linked” enough; national coor-

dination mechanisms are favourable for a better linkage;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation has faced the challenge of opening up

towards interest groups that were not part of previous corporatist

arrangements; though wider consultation is now taken rather seri-

ously, the traditionally strong groups still prevail; the SD council

has played an increasing role in giving advice from an overall

stakeholders point of view;

/ The SDS is still focusing on environmental integration, which is

crucial for the country and hence so far appropriate; getting other

departments committed though will remain a challenge and

joined-up thinking is still lacking; the concept of SD in this situa-

tion might face the problem of remaining environmentally biased;

the lead of the Ministry of Environment will have to be reflected

upon, at least when the SD agenda is moving towards a more

overarching stage;

( )/ Vertical coordination is meeting challenges, particularly facing the

somehow weakly co-ordinated and controlled planning system for

land use and economic development;

Lack of (quantitative) targets and systematic monitoring for the SDS.

The Netherlands
Early achievements in environmental policy;

Individual front-running companies: most bigger companies are

engaged in CSR;

/ Strong background in environment integration: transition pro-

cesses are a promising approach, which currently in a phase of

experimenting and establishing innovative projects; so far little

influence internally on the policies of the MinE, and the link to the

SD(S) is very weak; there is hence the danger that it remains just

a project;

( )/ If SD is acknowledged as a concept at all, it is perceived as a

learning process, but leadership and a strategic approach are

missing; the MinE with overall responsibility for the national part

doesn’t seem to be a driving force; the PM is not interested; some

Ministries are (partly) committed for transition, the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs plays a strong role, but weakly linked to the

national activities; Parliament doesn’t create a momentum either;
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( )/ Improving stakeholder involvement and consultation: a strong 

tradition of stakeholder involvement, but not well done for the

SD(S), - partly also due to previous overload of consultation;

( )/ Fragmented approaches and coordination deficits, some improve-

ment aimed at, but it doesn’t appear as a breakthrough so far;

oversight seems to be missing;

SD(S) seems to be imposed and is largely seen as WSSD follow-

up; hence there is no perceivable architecture, no strategic

approach: it appears as muddling-through, - and even if this is at

least partly a natural characteristic of a complex concept, tackling

this complexity by vision and strategy, prioritisation, followed by

means and objectives, linking with previous and ongoing policies

etc., is missing;

Agenda for SD(S) shall be “not static”, but this attitude does not

result in underpinning objectives; too much concentrating on action;

A new government slowed down the SD agenda more; possibly a

stakeholder institution (SD council) would have been able to

provide for more continuity (the “National Institute for SD (NIDO)”

has more an experimenting and facilitating function); also previ-

ously successful instruments in environmental policy were partly

abandoned (taxation) or reduced (subsidies);

The association of local authorities (VNG) has abandoned priority

for SD since the beginning of 2004 (no overview of local activities

incl. LA 21 was given; interview was refused).

Portugal
Starting to move into the direction that SD(S) is a learning process

(society and government): that an SDS is not a plan in the tradi-

tional sense (producing a plan which will be implemented), but

needs both the strategic vision and direction, and a ‘plan’ part

with decisions on actions, targets and resources;

PM office now leading;

/ Danger of overloading the SDS process with all the deficiencies of

a country: on the NGO side there is a lot of frustration about this

situation; for the government side the difficulty of dealing with

complexity becomes apparent: the second part of the process

stalled in the attempt to comprise all “plans” already existing;

/ Challenge of strategic directions for actions and prioritisation still

has to be met; a start is made in the new draft SDS (2004);

Vertical coordination/integration: Involvement of local communi-

ties has to be started;

Stakeholder consultation and involvement has to be improved:

Process has not been transparent; NGOs also lack support;

All actors still need to be encouraged and have adequate condi-

tions in order to take their own initiatives;

Overall implementation deficit of government.
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Ireland
The SDS put issues on the agenda that had not been there before,

and addressed others differently than before; some progress has

been made in key policies like the National Development Plan;

/( ) Ireland seems to take seriously the need to tackle the backlog of

environmental problems; the state of environment at the same time

reveals that environmental policy was neglected during the 1990s;

there are still challenges in pollution reduction and prevention;

/( ) References to the EU SDS are not “linked” enough; national coor-

dination mechanisms are favourable for a better linkage;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation has faced the challenge of opening up

towards interest groups that were not part of previous corporatist

arrangements; though wider consultation is now taken rather seri-

ously, the traditionally strong groups still prevail; the SD council

has played an increasing role in giving advice from an overall

stakeholders point of view;

/ The SDS is still focusing on environmental integration, which is

crucial for the country and hence so far appropriate; getting other

departments committed though will remain a challenge and

joined-up thinking is still lacking; the concept of SD in this situa-

tion might face the problem of remaining environmentally biased;

the lead of the Ministry of Environment will have to be reflected

upon, at least when the SD agenda is moving towards a more

overarching stage;

( )/ Vertical coordination is meeting challenges, particularly facing the

somehow weakly co-ordinated and controlled planning system for

land use and economic development;

Lack of (quantitative) targets and systematic monitoring for the SDS.

The Netherlands
Early achievements in environmental policy;

Individual front-running companies: most bigger companies are

engaged in CSR;

/ Strong background in environment integration: transition pro-

cesses are a promising approach, which currently in a phase of

experimenting and establishing innovative projects; so far little

influence internally on the policies of the MinE, and the link to the

SD(S) is very weak; there is hence the danger that it remains just

a project;

( )/ If SD is acknowledged as a concept at all, it is perceived as a

learning process, but leadership and a strategic approach are

missing; the MinE with overall responsibility for the national part

doesn’t seem to be a driving force; the PM is not interested; some

Ministries are (partly) committed for transition, the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs plays a strong role, but weakly linked to the

national activities; Parliament doesn’t create a momentum either;
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I I I Conclusions  and out look

Balancing three key governance dimensions
This study reveals again, not so surprisingly, that the governance dimension

of SD policies is of utmost importance for several reasons: 

• The need to improve policy coherence, coordination and integration, asks for

new and innovative horizontal and vertical mechanism within government.

• The Agenda 21 approach, now implemented in e.g. the Aarhus conven-

tion, of capacity building, ownership and civil society engagement on all

levels, has to be fostered.

• The variety of priority issues and objectives among member states’ SD

strategies is an asset, as it shows the variety of momentum.  In order not

to get lost in the sheer quantity of issues a more quality based exchange

of experiences e.g. through a best practice approach would help.  

Moving towards SD is a learning process, as is acknowledged in almost all

examined countries, and it requires patience and stamina to live through

some inevitable aspects of muddling-through.  Nevertheless, there must be

enough credibility and reliability:

Ideally, the complex SD processes with a holistic claim need to find a kind of

balance between existing “poles” (extremes) in key governance dimen-

sions.51 They need both leadership and ownership, both bottom-up and top-

down, both firmness and flexibility, which could be translated as “planning”

and “learning”.  All of these have their own pitfalls: Ownership and bottom-

up must not mean “anything goes”, without a vision and objectives for SD,

broken down to concrete measures; emphasising bottom-up must not be an

excuse for “business as usual” on the government side; flexibility and

“learning” must not lead to arbitrariness, which would heavily undermine

accountability.  Each country has a different starting point on the line

between these “poles”, and it is likely recommendable to move towards the

other end of the spectrum during the future process.

National SD strategies should hence be based on a self-reflection and self-

orientation in each country, preferably including the visions and streams of

other levels.  It might be a government initiative, which considers regional

and local levels, stakeholders and civil society during the phase of problem

definition, but it must be acknowledged that if only for internal ‘governance’

reasons this might not always be possible.  If so, the dialogue with non-

governmental actors needs to be sought immediately after a government

draft is produced.  Government might also encourage those levels to develop

their own views in parallel.  In any case the levels should be permeable, and

which comes first depends on the country’s tradition.

More understandable architecture and reviewing
The strategies should create a transparent architecture of vision, objectives,

Comparat ive  analys is  -  Chal lenges  nat ional  SDSs
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Sweden
Strong background in ‘ecological sustainability’, now having

successfully widened out;

SDS as a ‘living document’ with at the same time strong underpin-

ning objectives, so far in the environment field (also in place also

for health);

PM office now leading and meant to be the driving force, MoE with

overall responsibility; 

/( ) Get all concerned departments committed; as well as overall

ownership for the SDS;

/ Further prioritising will be a challenge (for the coordination unit),

inter alia as stakeholders tend to regard their own field as the

most important;

/ Not losing the traditionally strong role of the local level in SD

(Local Agenda 21); improve the link of national and local activi-

ties/strategies;

/ Get back to better stakeholder involvement and consultation;

( ) Agreeing on (headline) indicators, and streamlining the ones used

in different processes, will be a challenge.

United Kingdom
/( ) Comprehensive SDS with priority fields, but little evidence that

they derive from SD considerations as such; they seem to have

developed their ‘own lives’ over time and the relation to the SD(S)

has become less clear;

/( ) Transparent system of headline indicators, regular and systematic

monitoring against them, clear and comprehensible progress

reports; quantitative targets depend on “Public Service

Agreements”, which are more opaque and not reported on

comprehensively;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation is taken seriously, and the SD council

plays an important part in getting stakeholders as well as the

local and regional levels involved; {Inge: why the (diamond) mark

for this item?}

/( ) Vertical coordination has become a major issue in light of the

devolved countries since 1999: the overall irritation/confusion

about this situation causes significant challenges;

( )/( ) Leadership deficiencies, though not heavily discussed;

( )/ So far poor link to the EU SDS; there are also coordination deficits

in this respect; regarding EU policies in contrast the UK has quite

a pro-active approach.

51 This insight appears somehow obvious.  Quite surprisingly though in philosophy it can almost only be

found in the Chinese paradigm(s) (inter alia “yin and yang”).
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Balancing three key governance dimensions
This study reveals again, not so surprisingly, that the governance dimension

of SD policies is of utmost importance for several reasons: 

• The need to improve policy coherence, coordination and integration, asks for

new and innovative horizontal and vertical mechanism within government.

• The Agenda 21 approach, now implemented in e.g. the Aarhus conven-

tion, of capacity building, ownership and civil society engagement on all

levels, has to be fostered.

• The variety of priority issues and objectives among member states’ SD

strategies is an asset, as it shows the variety of momentum.  In order not

to get lost in the sheer quantity of issues a more quality based exchange

of experiences e.g. through a best practice approach would help.  

Moving towards SD is a learning process, as is acknowledged in almost all

examined countries, and it requires patience and stamina to live through

some inevitable aspects of muddling-through.  Nevertheless, there must be

enough credibility and reliability:

Ideally, the complex SD processes with a holistic claim need to find a kind of

balance between existing “poles” (extremes) in key governance dimen-

sions.51 They need both leadership and ownership, both bottom-up and top-

down, both firmness and flexibility, which could be translated as “planning”

and “learning”.  All of these have their own pitfalls: Ownership and bottom-

up must not mean “anything goes”, without a vision and objectives for SD,

broken down to concrete measures; emphasising bottom-up must not be an

excuse for “business as usual” on the government side; flexibility and

“learning” must not lead to arbitrariness, which would heavily undermine

accountability.  Each country has a different starting point on the line

between these “poles”, and it is likely recommendable to move towards the

other end of the spectrum during the future process.

National SD strategies should hence be based on a self-reflection and self-

orientation in each country, preferably including the visions and streams of

other levels.  It might be a government initiative, which considers regional

and local levels, stakeholders and civil society during the phase of problem

definition, but it must be acknowledged that if only for internal ‘governance’

reasons this might not always be possible.  If so, the dialogue with non-

governmental actors needs to be sought immediately after a government

draft is produced.  Government might also encourage those levels to develop

their own views in parallel.  In any case the levels should be permeable, and

which comes first depends on the country’s tradition.

More understandable architecture and reviewing
The strategies should create a transparent architecture of vision, objectives,
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Sweden
Strong background in ‘ecological sustainability’, now having

successfully widened out;

SDS as a ‘living document’ with at the same time strong underpin-

ning objectives, so far in the environment field (also in place also

for health);

PM office now leading and meant to be the driving force, MoE with

overall responsibility; 

/( ) Get all concerned departments committed; as well as overall

ownership for the SDS;

/ Further prioritising will be a challenge (for the coordination unit),

inter alia as stakeholders tend to regard their own field as the

most important;

/ Not losing the traditionally strong role of the local level in SD

(Local Agenda 21); improve the link of national and local activi-

ties/strategies;

/ Get back to better stakeholder involvement and consultation;

( ) Agreeing on (headline) indicators, and streamlining the ones used

in different processes, will be a challenge.

United Kingdom
/( ) Comprehensive SDS with priority fields, but little evidence that

they derive from SD considerations as such; they seem to have

developed their ‘own lives’ over time and the relation to the SD(S)

has become less clear;

/( ) Transparent system of headline indicators, regular and systematic

monitoring against them, clear and comprehensible progress

reports; quantitative targets depend on “Public Service

Agreements”, which are more opaque and not reported on

comprehensively;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation is taken seriously, and the SD council

plays an important part in getting stakeholders as well as the

local and regional levels involved; {Inge: why the (diamond) mark

for this item?}

/( ) Vertical coordination has become a major issue in light of the

devolved countries since 1999: the overall irritation/confusion

about this situation causes significant challenges;

( )/( ) Leadership deficiencies, though not heavily discussed;

( )/ So far poor link to the EU SDS; there are also coordination deficits

in this respect; regarding EU policies in contrast the UK has quite

a pro-active approach.

51 This insight appears somehow obvious.  Quite surprisingly though in philosophy it can almost only be

found in the Chinese paradigm(s) (inter alia “yin and yang”).
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Lessons to learn at the European level
Some of the national insight may be extrapolated to the European

Commission:

• The Commission’s horizontal coordination needs are comparable to those

of member states, but the Commission does not seem to search actively for

such learning points.  Because of a low degree of integration with other

policies the EU SDS tends to be perceived as a ‘stand-alone’ issue, which

does not encourage national SDSs.  For member states such efforts are

politically more difficult, because of e.g. the constitutional power of indi-

vidual Ministers.  Commissioners in contrast do not face such a (potential

and real) political difficulty that originates in standing for elections.

• Leadership at the “highest” level has shown to be beneficial in member

states, if a certain degree of dedication is given.  Even if this is not the

case in the first place, actors concerned have often been working contin-

uously to achieve it.

Both regarding the coordination mechanisms and the leadership aspect,

there is a lack of creativity and engagement to improve the situation.  The

Commission is designed as a college, and one would expect that such a

collective decision-making body would have developed sophisticated coordi-

nation mechanisms.  The standard method of coordination though is the

“inter-service consultation”, which lacks direct contact of acting individuals,

and is reminiscent of standard mechanisms in big bureaucracies 20 years

ago.  The only mechanism with some higher degree of ‘intra-activity’ are the

“inter-service working groups”.  It is up to the Commission as a college to

decide for which proposal such a group should be installed; but there seems

to be no significant request or urge to increase that in the light of the SD

agenda (though the EU SDS was elaborated in a rather cooperative way).

The other opportunity in this context could be the Impact Assessment (IA),

introduced since 2003.  But this instrument is not designed in the light of a

cooperative approach: It is also decided by the College, whether an inter-

service working group for IA is installed.  The guidelines for IA had a laud-

able procedural spirit, but in the reality of 2003 the instrument was not used

to increase intra-active approaches.  Instead battles have been and still are

fought over methodology, and the instrument seems to develop into a very

technocratic style.  External advice might be helpful to overcome a stalled

situation.

A lead coordination of the Commission’s (Vice-)President should be aimed at,

particularly in the current situation of a change of actors.  This would have to

be taken seriously, including the provision of enough capacity in the

Secretariat General, and a committed unit would need to have the authority

to organise an SD process internally, i.e. challenge other DGs to participate,

deliver and reflect, and initiate and overlook the external consultation.

Institutions are not a panacea, and this also applies to SD councils.  For the

Commission a SD roundtable or sounding board would nevertheless be desir-

able, if set up in a way that has shown benefit in member states.  Each

and ideally also quantitative targets.  If the latter is not possible for political

reasons, or target setting is moved to individual Ministries, the SDS and its

progress reports need to monitor this.  Progress should be monitored with

indicators.  Agreeing on indicators often seems to be a challenge in itself,

but should not be postponed.  Reviews of SD strategies should be as trans-

parent as possible: This study reveals that many reviews remain quite

opaque even to an involved researcher - and it is rather obvious what this

means to the general public.  A systematic link between objectives and/or

targets and indicators is in place in only a minority of countries.  There are

political reservations for such a clear approach, as the political day-to-day

life rather likes flexibility, and committing to targets is rather difficult.

Nevertheless, the utmost should be sought for.

New type of leadership
SD policies also require leadership, and within this a new type: Leadership

must stand firm for accountable objectives and at the same time be open to

and/or encourage “bottom-up” initiatives.  It should be acknowledged that

governments may have to adjust objectives, but still the challenge is to

maintain them, and monitor progress against them.

SD councils as valuable mechanisms
SD councils are well-acknowledged ‘watchdogs’ for the three aspects of

governance/coordination, architecture and leadership, and the holistic view

in general.  If the monitoring system of the government is deficient, they

typically raise their voice and make proposals.  These councils are valuable

breeding grounds for innovative approaches and solutions, deriving from

independent stakeholder dialogue “among each other”.  A government-led

setting seems appropriate only in Scandinavian countries, where there is a

traditionally close relationship between government and non-governmental

actors.  In other countries that chose this setting, it is rather likely that

government does not want to let things get out of their hands, - wherever

this attitude comes from.  SD councils have contributed significantly to

better communication of SD policies into society - through their members,

who carry the debate and results into their organizations and through inno-

vative actions in encouraging all kinds of societal groups for SD.  Not

surprisingly, the political authority of a council, and hence also its possibil-

ity to reach significant actors, appears to be greater if the council is linked

to the “highest level”.  Such bodies should be established and fostered in

each member state with an independent and deliberative style, which

seems to be the most productive one.  Countries with a rather corporatist

style, and hence a certain established power of trade unions and employers

(often in an institutionalised setting) may face difficulties in the relation-

ship between these traditional stakeholders and “other” civil society

organizations.  This also affects a (new) SD council, and hence needs to be

addressed.  In Belgium there are revealing experiences, which might be

useful for other countries.
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Lessons to learn at the European level
Some of the national insight may be extrapolated to the European

Commission:

• The Commission’s horizontal coordination needs are comparable to those

of member states, but the Commission does not seem to search actively for

such learning points.  Because of a low degree of integration with other

policies the EU SDS tends to be perceived as a ‘stand-alone’ issue, which

does not encourage national SDSs.  For member states such efforts are

politically more difficult, because of e.g. the constitutional power of indi-

vidual Ministers.  Commissioners in contrast do not face such a (potential

and real) political difficulty that originates in standing for elections.

• Leadership at the “highest” level has shown to be beneficial in member

states, if a certain degree of dedication is given.  Even if this is not the

case in the first place, actors concerned have often been working contin-

uously to achieve it.

Both regarding the coordination mechanisms and the leadership aspect,

there is a lack of creativity and engagement to improve the situation.  The

Commission is designed as a college, and one would expect that such a

collective decision-making body would have developed sophisticated coordi-

nation mechanisms.  The standard method of coordination though is the

“inter-service consultation”, which lacks direct contact of acting individuals,

and is reminiscent of standard mechanisms in big bureaucracies 20 years

ago.  The only mechanism with some higher degree of ‘intra-activity’ are the

“inter-service working groups”.  It is up to the Commission as a college to

decide for which proposal such a group should be installed; but there seems

to be no significant request or urge to increase that in the light of the SD

agenda (though the EU SDS was elaborated in a rather cooperative way).

The other opportunity in this context could be the Impact Assessment (IA),

introduced since 2003.  But this instrument is not designed in the light of a

cooperative approach: It is also decided by the College, whether an inter-

service working group for IA is installed.  The guidelines for IA had a laud-

able procedural spirit, but in the reality of 2003 the instrument was not used

to increase intra-active approaches.  Instead battles have been and still are

fought over methodology, and the instrument seems to develop into a very

technocratic style.  External advice might be helpful to overcome a stalled

situation.

A lead coordination of the Commission’s (Vice-)President should be aimed at,

particularly in the current situation of a change of actors.  This would have to

be taken seriously, including the provision of enough capacity in the

Secretariat General, and a committed unit would need to have the authority

to organise an SD process internally, i.e. challenge other DGs to participate,

deliver and reflect, and initiate and overlook the external consultation.

Institutions are not a panacea, and this also applies to SD councils.  For the

Commission a SD roundtable or sounding board would nevertheless be desir-

able, if set up in a way that has shown benefit in member states.  Each

and ideally also quantitative targets.  If the latter is not possible for political

reasons, or target setting is moved to individual Ministries, the SDS and its

progress reports need to monitor this.  Progress should be monitored with

indicators.  Agreeing on indicators often seems to be a challenge in itself,

but should not be postponed.  Reviews of SD strategies should be as trans-

parent as possible: This study reveals that many reviews remain quite

opaque even to an involved researcher - and it is rather obvious what this

means to the general public.  A systematic link between objectives and/or

targets and indicators is in place in only a minority of countries.  There are

political reservations for such a clear approach, as the political day-to-day

life rather likes flexibility, and committing to targets is rather difficult.

Nevertheless, the utmost should be sought for.

New type of leadership
SD policies also require leadership, and within this a new type: Leadership

must stand firm for accountable objectives and at the same time be open to

and/or encourage “bottom-up” initiatives.  It should be acknowledged that

governments may have to adjust objectives, but still the challenge is to

maintain them, and monitor progress against them.

SD councils as valuable mechanisms
SD councils are well-acknowledged ‘watchdogs’ for the three aspects of

governance/coordination, architecture and leadership, and the holistic view

in general.  If the monitoring system of the government is deficient, they

typically raise their voice and make proposals.  These councils are valuable

breeding grounds for innovative approaches and solutions, deriving from

independent stakeholder dialogue “among each other”.  A government-led

setting seems appropriate only in Scandinavian countries, where there is a

traditionally close relationship between government and non-governmental

actors.  In other countries that chose this setting, it is rather likely that

government does not want to let things get out of their hands, - wherever

this attitude comes from.  SD councils have contributed significantly to

better communication of SD policies into society - through their members,

who carry the debate and results into their organizations and through inno-

vative actions in encouraging all kinds of societal groups for SD.  Not

surprisingly, the political authority of a council, and hence also its possibil-

ity to reach significant actors, appears to be greater if the council is linked

to the “highest level”.  Such bodies should be established and fostered in

each member state with an independent and deliberative style, which

seems to be the most productive one.  Countries with a rather corporatist

style, and hence a certain established power of trade unions and employers

(often in an institutionalised setting) may face difficulties in the relation-

ship between these traditional stakeholders and “other” civil society

organizations.  This also affects a (new) SD council, and hence needs to be

addressed.  In Belgium there are revealing experiences, which might be

useful for other countries.
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member state would not necessarily have to be represented: smaller ones

could for example jointly appoint a member to such a body.  It could serve

both as a nucleus for innovation and, as in member states, as a watchdog for

the holistic view.  Such a body would also oversee the linkages to the

national SD strategies.  Other advisory bodies of the Commission, such as

the EESC and the CoR, also need to be given a role in overseeing the SDS

implementation.  The former has an intrinsic value with its stakeholder

composition, though the group of “other stakeholders” needs to be strength-

ened.  The latter could and should be a valuable link to the regional and

local levels, and their SD strategies.

In contrast to shifts in attitudes in the member states towards more ‘learn-

ing’, the Agenda 21 approach of capacity building, ownership and civil society

engagement on all levels seems to be not taken up at the European level.

Though stakeholder consultation has been intensified during the past years,

it so far has been conducted in a rather old-fashioned way of hearings that

does not stimulate controversial and productive dialogue.  The EESC opinion

on the EU SDS52 raises crucial points in this respect.  The Commission’s

expert groups, installed e.g. by DG Environment for the Thematic Action

Programs under the 6th EAP, are often badly managed, which puts the burden

on the participating stakeholders who typically have much less capacity than

government representatives or the Commission itself.  Documents are for

example often circulated at very short notice, which makes it impossible to

reflect upon them within the participating interest groups.

The criticism of the architecture of national SD strategies applies also to the

EU SDS: In particular the link to the Lisbon strategy has to be made clear,

and the EU SDS needs to be better interwoven with other policies.  Those

need to refer to the SDS objectives, and be developed accordingly.  In the EU

SDS itself objectives should be underpinned with quantitative targets.

Key policy fields
There are certain policy fields that are considered as particularly difficult to

make progress in.  Some are rather country specific and can be tackled

nationally (like waste policy in Ireland, land use planning in several cases).

For other fields in many cases EU action is stated as desirable or required, as

the national room for manoeuvre is small.  These fields include: climate

change and energy policy, transport, CAP and biodiversity, as well as some

cross-cutting issues and instruments like environmental taxation, subsidies,

trade and product standards.  Overall, there is a clear demand for more EU

funding in Research & Development (e.g. for biofuels, environmental innova-

tion in general), and the 7th Research Framework Program should include

the possibility for pilot projects in SD.

Improvements vis-à-vis the EU level on member states’ side
National SD strategies and councils need to enhance the degree of consider-

ing EU policies, which would best be achieved if councils had this as explicit

task in their remit.  Within government the coordination between policy and

the EU units in all Ministries in most examined cases need to be improved,

and also the role of the Foreign Ministry often should be clarified.  If provided

with some increased capacity, national councils could support activities for

stimulating on national level the consideration and debate of EU SD policies.

Future challenges
For the future the following actions are recommended:

• Scrutinising the results of the Commission’s 2004 survey on national SD

strategies; continuing and deepening this examination.

• Performing comparative research:

- on national targets and indicators in place, including the way they are

linked and used for monitoring progress; one outcome of this would also

be a set of (targets and) indicators commonly used, or used by a major-

ity of member states, of which the EU SDS could profit (and the other

way round: considering the proposals of Eurostat, which are expected to

be published by the end of 2004); conditional targets, as introduced in

Belgium and Germany, might be an interesting instrument for other

member states to better link the national and the EU dimension;

- action research on stakeholder participation: comparative research on

different ways of consultation, involvement and participation;

- on the relation of government programs and SD strategies, and the

role of Parliaments in order to identify the potential for improving the

long-term perspective;

- on the role of social-economic partnerships and/or a social-economic

council for SD processes, and their relationship to SD councils and

civil society organizations (“other stakeholders”);

- on the potentials for improving vertical coordination and integration.

Overall, the 7th Research Framework Program needs to put innovation into

the framework of SD; given the important governance dimension, the share

of social sciences has so far been much too low, and also the definition of

“research” is too narrow.

• Capacity building: 

- conducting a “SD marathon” through all EU member states for

discussing the EU SDS, stimulating national actors, and exploring

national SD strategies and actions; 

- supporting existing national SD councils in dealing more with the

European dimension, including the EU SDS, and including more inno-

vative styles of debate.

• Promoting the establishment of national SD councils to operate in an

independent manner.

• Establishing a continuous sounding board for systematically feeding

ideas and actions from the national level into the EU SDS.

National advisory councils and Europe
EEAC, as a network of national and regional advisory councils, was founded

and operates with the objectives of exchanging national knowledge, experi-

52 EESC, NAT/229, 28.4.2004.
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member state would not necessarily have to be represented: smaller ones

could for example jointly appoint a member to such a body.  It could serve

both as a nucleus for innovation and, as in member states, as a watchdog for

the holistic view.  Such a body would also oversee the linkages to the

national SD strategies.  Other advisory bodies of the Commission, such as

the EESC and the CoR, also need to be given a role in overseeing the SDS

implementation.  The former has an intrinsic value with its stakeholder

composition, though the group of “other stakeholders” needs to be strength-

ened.  The latter could and should be a valuable link to the regional and

local levels, and their SD strategies.

In contrast to shifts in attitudes in the member states towards more ‘learn-

ing’, the Agenda 21 approach of capacity building, ownership and civil society

engagement on all levels seems to be not taken up at the European level.

Though stakeholder consultation has been intensified during the past years,

it so far has been conducted in a rather old-fashioned way of hearings that

does not stimulate controversial and productive dialogue.  The EESC opinion

on the EU SDS52 raises crucial points in this respect.  The Commission’s

expert groups, installed e.g. by DG Environment for the Thematic Action

Programs under the 6th EAP, are often badly managed, which puts the burden

on the participating stakeholders who typically have much less capacity than

government representatives or the Commission itself.  Documents are for

example often circulated at very short notice, which makes it impossible to

reflect upon them within the participating interest groups.

The criticism of the architecture of national SD strategies applies also to the

EU SDS: In particular the link to the Lisbon strategy has to be made clear,

and the EU SDS needs to be better interwoven with other policies.  Those

need to refer to the SDS objectives, and be developed accordingly.  In the EU

SDS itself objectives should be underpinned with quantitative targets.

Key policy fields
There are certain policy fields that are considered as particularly difficult to

make progress in.  Some are rather country specific and can be tackled

nationally (like waste policy in Ireland, land use planning in several cases).

For other fields in many cases EU action is stated as desirable or required, as

the national room for manoeuvre is small.  These fields include: climate

change and energy policy, transport, CAP and biodiversity, as well as some

cross-cutting issues and instruments like environmental taxation, subsidies,

trade and product standards.  Overall, there is a clear demand for more EU

funding in Research & Development (e.g. for biofuels, environmental innova-

tion in general), and the 7th Research Framework Program should include

the possibility for pilot projects in SD.

Improvements vis-à-vis the EU level on member states’ side
National SD strategies and councils need to enhance the degree of consider-

ing EU policies, which would best be achieved if councils had this as explicit

task in their remit.  Within government the coordination between policy and

the EU units in all Ministries in most examined cases need to be improved,

and also the role of the Foreign Ministry often should be clarified.  If provided

with some increased capacity, national councils could support activities for

stimulating on national level the consideration and debate of EU SD policies.

Future challenges
For the future the following actions are recommended:

• Scrutinising the results of the Commission’s 2004 survey on national SD

strategies; continuing and deepening this examination.

• Performing comparative research:

- on national targets and indicators in place, including the way they are

linked and used for monitoring progress; one outcome of this would also

be a set of (targets and) indicators commonly used, or used by a major-

ity of member states, of which the EU SDS could profit (and the other

way round: considering the proposals of Eurostat, which are expected to

be published by the end of 2004); conditional targets, as introduced in

Belgium and Germany, might be an interesting instrument for other

member states to better link the national and the EU dimension;

- action research on stakeholder participation: comparative research on

different ways of consultation, involvement and participation;

- on the relation of government programs and SD strategies, and the

role of Parliaments in order to identify the potential for improving the

long-term perspective;

- on the role of social-economic partnerships and/or a social-economic

council for SD processes, and their relationship to SD councils and

civil society organizations (“other stakeholders”);

- on the potentials for improving vertical coordination and integration.

Overall, the 7th Research Framework Program needs to put innovation into

the framework of SD; given the important governance dimension, the share

of social sciences has so far been much too low, and also the definition of

“research” is too narrow.

• Capacity building: 

- conducting a “SD marathon” through all EU member states for

discussing the EU SDS, stimulating national actors, and exploring

national SD strategies and actions; 

- supporting existing national SD councils in dealing more with the

European dimension, including the EU SDS, and including more inno-

vative styles of debate.

• Promoting the establishment of national SD councils to operate in an

independent manner.

• Establishing a continuous sounding board for systematically feeding

ideas and actions from the national level into the EU SDS.

National advisory councils and Europe
EEAC, as a network of national and regional advisory councils, was founded

and operates with the objectives of exchanging national knowledge, experi-

52 EESC, NAT/229, 28.4.2004.
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ences and learning from each other, as well as improving the consideration

of European policies in national policy making and vice-versa.  It is a bottom-

up network that operates with the same independence as its members.  It

produces joint statements for improving European policies with national

experiences.  The ‘Kinsale challenge’ with recommendations for the EU SDS

is an example (cf. Appendix 2).

The initiative of the national environment and SD councils participating in

this study, and their cooperation in the framework of EEAC, should be

welcomed: It is an indicator that, after a phase of self-orientation regarding

national SD strategies, both exchanging experiences and advising on EU

policies aspects are now taken more seriously.

IV References
Austrian Federal Ministry for Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water

Management (Das Lebensministerium) (2003): Sustainable Development in

an enlarged Union - Linking national strategies and strengthening

European coherence (LISSTRA). Vienna, 27-29 April 2003. www.nach-

haltigkeit.at/reportagen.php3?month=5&year=2003

Dutch Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (VROM)

(2002): Draft Report Workshop: National Strategies for Sustainable

Development - Facts, Faces and Future Challenges. The Hague, 16-18 June

2002.

European Commission Staff Working Document (2004): National Sustainable

Development Strategies in the European Union - A first analysis by the

European Commission. April 2004. 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/sustainable/pages/links_en.htm#_6

Hague, R., Harrop, M., Breslin, S. (1998): Comparative Government and Politics.

4th revised edition. Macmillan Press. Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire

and London.

Ismayr, W. (ed.) (2003): Die politischen Systeme Westeuropas [The political

systems of Western Europe]. Leske+Budrich. Opladen.

Ismayr, W. (ed.) (2004): Die politischen Systeme Osteuropas [The political

systems of Eastern Europe]. Leske+Budrich. Opladen.

Lafferty, W.M. (2002): Adapting government practice to the goals of sustain-

able development. OECD.

Lijphart, A. (1999): Patterns of Democracy. Government Forms and Performance

in Thirty-Six Countries. Yale University Press. New Haven and London.

Lijphart, A. and Crepaz, M. (1991): Corporatism and Consensus Democracy in

Eighteen Countries: Conceptual and Empirical Linkages. British Journal of

Political Science (21), 235-246.

Steurer, R., Martinuzzi, A. (2004): Towards a new pattern of governance: 

First experiences with national strategies for sustainable development in

Europe. Draft paper, Vienna, March 2004.

World Economic Forum (2004): The Lisbon review 2004. An Assessment of

Policies and Reforms in Europe.

www.weforum.org/pdf/Gcr/LisbonReview/Lisbon_Review_2004.pdf



Indiv idual  countr y  analys is  -  Belg ium

76

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



Indiv idual  countr y  analys is  -  Belg ium

77

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

1 Belgium

Process, process, process: Early commitment to SD reflected in the
related SD law; sophisticated institutional framework for SD(S) 
mirrors the complicated architecture of the country
• Establishment of a SD council right after Rio; influence remained very

limited; decisive change in 1997 with endorsement of a law for SD, which

reinforced the legal basis for the now “Federal Council for SD”, the devel-

opment of a SDS every four years, and the institutional framework for

preparation, implementation and review of the SDS.  The first SDS was

adopted in 2000; the run up to the revision in 2004 had some short-

comings (no real revision).

• Complicated system as a federal country with difficult distribution of

competences (federal level, 3 regions plus 3 communities), which overall

leads to an emphasis on designing procedures over achieving agree-

ments on substance.

• Working towards a national strategy (federal and regional combined) is

aimed at; so far the regions have not prioritised that, inter alia because

of elections.  The federal level so far has therefore taken the lead.

• Europe in general plays a strong role in Belgian policies, and the EU SDS

was taken as a basis for the Belgian SDS 2004.  The main reason here is

that anything (besides matters where the country considers itself as fore-

runner, mainly social policies) coming as an external requirement or

framework is easier to handle in the politically complicated system.

• Strong negotiation culture and social-economic stakeholders, institution-

alised as economic and employment councils, existing on the federal and

regional level.  In this situation it took the federal SD council around 10

years to find its place and to become accepted as the multistakeholder

forum for SD, with equal partners in the council (socio-economic partners

and NGOs). 

• Stakeholder consultation is taken seriously, but also criticised.

NB: This chapter refers only to policies, actions and the SD strategy at

federal level, unless otherwise specified.
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Abbreviations
PM Prime Minister (the position of Head of Government is called Prime Minister, in

Flemish/French: “Eerste Minister/ Premier Ministre”).

MinE In Belgium there is a difference between the Minister and his/her cabinet and the

Ministries, which are called “Federal Public Service”.  Since July 2004 there is a State

Secretary for Sustainable Development and Social Economy, under the Minister for

Budget and Public Enterprise, and a Ministry for Public Health, Security of the Foodchain

and Environment (in Dutch “Federale Overheidsdienst voor volksgezondheid, veiligheid

van de voedselketen en leefmilieu”, the abbreviation FOD VVL is not (yet) currently used-;

in French “Services publics fédéraux Santé publique, Securité de la Chaîne alimentaire et

Environnement”, SPF SSE). There is also a “Programmatic Public Service for SD”

(“Programmatorische Overheidsdienst Duurzame Ontwikkeling”, POD DO; Service public

féderal de programmation développement durable), a cross-cutting unit meant to support

other Ministries in SD activities, which will be the unit for the new State Secretary for SD.
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A Actors and Process

In Belgium the distinction is made between “strategy” and “plan”, with the

former referring to the entire approach of a policy cycle with an evaluation of

existing policies in the beginning, developing the strategy, providing progress

reports, reviews and new scenarios etc.  The programmatic (government) 

document laying out the goals, objectives, policy priorities, measures and

action for SD is called SD Plan.  Internationally though usually this document

is called “SD strategy”.  For enabling comparison this term is also used in the

Belgian chapter, whereas the overall policy cycle is called “SD process”.

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
1991-92 Advisory Council on Climate, Environment and Development

was established to prepare the Rio conference.

1993 National SD Council was established.

1997 Act on the co-ordination of Federal Sustainable Development

Policy (amended 2001): sets out to establish a Federal SDS

(SD “Plan”) every four years, accompanied by a Federal Report

on SD every two years, and creates the institutional framework

for the preparation, implementation and review of the Federal

SDS (the National SD council is renamed “Federal SD Council”,

FRDO-CFDD, because of a state reform which had been taken

place by then).

June 1999 Task Force SD issues the first Federal Report for SD “On the

way to SD?”

July 1999 New government

from Sept.99 Preparation of the Federal SDS: this task was allocated to the

Interdepartmental Commission for SD (ICDO), but was after all

in large part also carried out by the Task Force SD.

02-03/2000 Two months of public consultation, including advice of the

FRDO-CFDD.

July 2000 Federal government approves the Federal SDS (four-year term

2000 - 2004).

from 2003 ICDO starts working on a draft for a new Federal SDS.

March 2003 Task Force SD issues the second Federal Report for SD “One

step to sustainable development?”

June 2003 Federal Elections

July 2003 Coalition agreement

from Sept.03 A new ICDO reviews the first draft SDS and develops a new

one, that is better streamlined with the coalition agreement.

Partly initiated by a new Minister for Environment and SD.

02-05/04 Three months public consultation on the ‘pre-draft’ Federal SD

Strategy 2004 - 2008, incl. advice of the FRDO-CFDD.
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July 2004 Reorganization of the federal government: There is now a

State Secretary for Sustainable Development and Social

Economy, deputy to the Minister for the Budget and Public

Enterprise. As the majority hasn’t change, the government

declaration/program remains in place.

Assessment:

Belgium took early action after Rio.  Initially this was on a largely symbolic

basis1, but the Act on SD from 19972 is a very strong commitment for SD poli-

cies in general and a SD strategy in particular, including the institutional

framework.

The first SDS 2000-2004 is assessed ambiguously: on one side it is valued

as starting with comprehensive and solid based expert thinking with not too

much political interference, which could serve as a framework, on the other

hand it is criticised for being too much a ‘shopping list’ comprising much too

many actions (around 600).  Also, though the SDS was approved by the

Council of Ministers (the cabinet), it was not taken seriously by Ministers not

engaged in the environment/development agenda.3 This situation most

likely led to a bit of unstructured review in 2003, or rather - no review was

done:4

• the ICDO started with a new draft before the evaluation report was

issued,

• a new government was not fond of this draft, nor with details of the insti-

tutional setting: a transformed ICDO redrafted a version, which also

aimed at better adjusting with the then endorsed coalition agreement.

Another variable in this context was that the remit of the former Ministry for

Environment was reframed to also include sustainable development, and

strengthening the own profile a new plan was preferred over working with

the “old” one.

A major issue in this context also is the relation of a government/coalition

agreement and a SDS: For serious implementation a SDS would need budget

lines, but if it had such, it would because of its overarching nature become a

kind of ‘master plan’, conflicting with a government program/agreement.

In 2000 there was a particular political situation with a socialist-liberal-green

government, i.e. the first time since 1974 without Christian-Democrats, and the

first time a government with the Green party.  This situation was apparently bene-

ficial for a SDS, and the question of the link to a coalition agreement was not

1 The political thinking on SD was partly characterised by the Socialist Party, which envisioned the concept as

a way of socialist planning.  Nevertheless, the SD Council was established by a coalition-government led by

a Christian-Democrat Prime Minister.  Also the SD Act in 1997 was endorsed by a Christian-Democrat led

government, with a Minister for Environment from the socialist party.

2 Belgian Act of 5 May 1997 on the co-ordination of Federal Sustainable Development Policy as amended by

the Act of 30 December 2001; in the following "SD Act"

(http://www.plan.be/websites/ferado/pdf/act97_e.pdf ).

3 It is also stated that the Liberal Party was not fond of "plans", and/or had difficulties in the beginning to

handle a multi-sectoral integrating concept such as SD. It seemed easier to continue dealing with the

social-economic relation (SD was perceived as environment policy).

4 A revision of the full phase of the first SDS (2000 - 2004) is now planned for summer 2005.
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vital.  Nevertheless, when it came to implementation, one major deficit of the

SDS became apparent: it did not pave the way for allocating budget and staffing

for its measures.  One possible reason was the start of monetary union in 1999,

which led to significant spending cuts in Belgium.  It is also stated that in

Belgium there is no tradition of cross-sectoral approaches, i.e. quite some learn-

ing still has to take place.  The new ‘pre-draft’ SDS is now criticised for lacking

measures, and it is interpreted that the government ‘learned’ from the previous

SDS, which had measures, that lack of implementation is a source of criticism.

The dilemma overall is seen in the way that the more a SDS is broken down

to objectives and measures, with budget implications, the more it is a sign

that SD is taken seriously, but the more it resembles a government declara-

tion.  This is then politically more difficult, because agreements are more

difficult, with the perceptions and prejudices that accompany the concept of

SD (e.g. for some it is “a concept of the Greens”).  If not doing so, a SDS

typically faces implementation problems (as the first phase revealed).

Because of the situation in 2003 a new SDS was prepared, mainly without

reviewing or considering the previous one of 2000 - 2004.  An official reason also

was the EU SDS, which it was felt needed to be considered then (cf. ch. C.1).

Eventually re-considering the ‘policy-/planning - cycle’ for the SDS, and find-

ing a solution for the long-term perspective, might be challenges for the

future (cf. ch. A.1.3.2).

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
Ministers have a strongly developed “cabinet system”, i.e. a clear division of

the political and the administrative sphere.  The Ministers have a cabinet with

civil servants and other experts for the policy work5.  The “Ministries” in

contrast consider themselves as ‘independent’ administration (and are nowa-

days called Federal Public Services, “Federale Overheidsdiensten, FODs;

Services publics fédéraux, SPF”), responsible for provision of information and

executive functions.6 They may have different portfolios than the Minister.

Since the 1990s there have been attempts to reform the public administra-

tion, giving the “public services” a stronger role in policy preparation, reduc-

ing the size of the cabinets (to nowadays around 30 staff members) and

providing more coherence between Ministers’ portfolios and the Public

Service, with a significant step since 2000 (“Copernicus reform”7).

Nevertheless it is still the cabinets that have more skills in coordination

between Ministries, dealing with prioritization and negotiations between

Ministries.  This was one reason for the new government in 2003 to change the

composition of the Interdepartmental Committee for SD (ICDO, cf. below): it

should have representatives from the cabinets, and the civil servants from the

Public Service should serve as experts.  The former composition with civil

servants from the Public Service also saw a lack of coordination with the cabi-

nets, and sometimes the Public Service is also not so open to new approaches.

5 which used to be the largest in Europe with a size of up to 50-100.

6 Belgium is also a country with a very high number of employees in the public administration (Woyke, 2003,

p.401), at least on the administrative level, i.e. without the scientific staff.

7 Woyke, 2003, p.401.
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One challenging management aspect is that the cabinets typically consist of

young and politically enthusiastic staff, whereas the public service tends to be

one generation older, which is not advantageous for good cooperation.

The institutional framework for the SDS, as laid down in the SD-Act of 1997,

looks as follows:

• Interdepartmental Commission for SD (ICDO): responsible for drafting the

SDS and implementation, and producing annual progress reports. It used

to be comprised of representatives of regional governments (as

observers), of civil servants from federal Ministries (here: administra-

tions) concerned, chaired by a representative of the Ministry for

Economic Affairs (energy department), and led by the Deputy Manager of

the Federal Planning Bureau; with the changed composition since 2003

the chair was first a cabinet representative of the Minister for

Environment and SD and after the reshuffle of the government in July

2004 the Director of the cabinet of the State Secretary of SD;

• Task Force Sustainable Development (TFSD): responsible for the biennial

evaluation reports; it is a group established in the Federal Planning

Bureau8;

• Federal SD Council (FRDO-CFDD): by law obliged to advise the govern-

ment on all measures concerning federal policies for SD, in particular for

the implementation of Belgium’s international commitments (Art. 11 §1

SD-Act).

In addition to the three key institutions two more mechanisms were installed

recently:

• in 2002 a horizontal unit POD-DO (Programmatic Public Service

Sustainable Development)9 for capacity-building, overlooking implemen-

tation in Ministries and supporting ICDO in coordination, as well as 

• “SD cells” within Ministries in 2004.

Both of these operate in the ‘administrative’ part of the Ministries (as

opposed to the political part, the cabinets, which are now part of ICDO).  The

ICDO is meant to have the coordinating role, whereas the POD DO supports

the Ministries (as a unit outside the Ministries), and the “SD cells” are

meant to assess the effect of important decisions on SD and to promote and

overlook the implementation of the actions of the Federal SD Plan from

within the Ministries, inter alia by advancing the ‘greening’ of the Public

Service itself (e.g. procurement).

The ICDO as key coordination body meets on a regular basis, which works as

an “inter-cabinet”:  a formation of staff of several cabinets, upon whose

agreements the Council of Ministers decides only formally.10 Since the ICDO

includes also representatives from Ministers’ cabinets (Minister’s staff ) the

8 "Bureau du Plan": a government agency for forecasts on the economic situation and related policy fields

(e.g. energy, demography, social policy measures, SD, environment).

9 Together with turning the Ministries in "Federal Public Services" Belgium has created an interesting matrix

structure with three permanent cross-sectoral units for personnel, finance and budget, and temporary

"Programmatic Public Services" when appropriate, like the one for SD. 

10 so-called "point A" on the agenda of a Ministers’ meeting ("point B", if no agreement was reached in the

inter-cabinet group).
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results of its work are automatically dealt with by the Council of Ministers.

On the government side there are other inter-cabinets as coordination mech-

anism, chaired by a cabinet member of the respective Minister.  The voice of

the representative of the PM office in these groups is particularly strong,

which might help in linking SD to this level.

A lead responsibility of the PM office would be appreciated11, but is not seen

as highly important:

• because of the broad coordination mechanisms, which is a typical

approach for the country, or because 

• political realities are not questioned: In the government of the first plan

period (1999/2000) the Green Party was represented for the first time

and wanted the SDS responsibility under “their” State Secretary of SD

and Energy.  The new government of 2003 did not reconsider this: the

Flemish Socialist Party, who took over the Greens’ “heritage” in their

profile, wanted to maintain the responsibility for SDS.  Above this, the

PM was not interested.

The government reorganization in 2004 goes somewhat in this direction: With

the creation of a new post of a State Secretary for Sustainable Development

and Social Economy, deputy to the Minister for the Budget and Public

Enterprise, the lead responsibility has been given to a powerful Ministry.12 It

remains to be seen though whether the fact that responsibility is now on the

State Secretary level “only” has a negative impact, and whether the required

commitment for SD exists.13 It is assessed as positive that there is now

(again) a difference between the competence for environment and SD, and

that the State Secretary is expected to have more time to spend on SD. 

Assessment:

The sophisticated coordination mechanisms, which will be further increased

with a move from a federal strategy to a national one, i.e. with the regions

more strongly involved, has good potentials, but also shortcomings and

pitfalls, which became apparent during the first revision phase, i.e. the prepa-

ration of the second SDS (cf. next ch. A.1.3).

The lead responsibility with the Minister for Environment and SD was in some

cases considered as negative, but seems to have no severe shortcomings

(probably because there is no strong environmental bias because of the

limited federal competence), though creating ownership in other Ministries

remains a problem (the new situation with cabinet members in the ICDO might

enhance that), and overall leadership and steering seems a bit weak.  The now

11 But some also refuse this, because of the concern that a PM, more than the Ministers, has to deal with day-

to-day tasks, and the long-term perspective would be focused even less.

12 This post existed similarly under the previous government (1999 - 2003): as State Secretary for Energy and

SD, under the Minister for Mobility (NB: In both cases it is party politics that lead to a certain combination

of Minister and State Secretary for SD.  In the recent case this State Secretary e.g. comes from a new party

‘Spirit’, which forms a group with the Flemish Socialist party, which has one Vice-Prime Minister in the

federal cabinet, - the Minister for Budget).

13 Cf. e.g. The Netherlands, where giving the responsibility for the environment portfolio to the State Secretary

level is perceived as a weakening. The difference in Belgium though is that the creation of a State Secretary for

SD (which was previously shortly with the Minister for Environment) is rather an addition than a leveling down.
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renewed position of a State Secretary for SD (and social economy) goes in the

direction of ‘levelling up’ SD and is expected to have positive impacts.

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
In the system described above there are clear review terms and mechanisms

in place since 1997: review every four years, accompanied by a biennial eval-

uation report.  Since the coalition agreement of 2003, the federal cabinet

has planned to organise a yearly assessment of the progress of SD-policies

based, among others, on an opinion of the SD council.14 The ICDO, respec-

tively the different Ministries represented in it, also produce annual progress

reports, which contain some elements of evaluation.

The first review processes though had some shortcomings: 

• the mid-term evaluation report (2nd report) was issued too late and only

covered the period 1998-2001 (and not 2002),

• ICDO had already started to draft a new strategy, which did not refer to

the previous one.

The latter might have been mainly politically driven (cf. above, new govern-

ment agreement)  From the administrative side it is stated that it was

strongly aimed at not “endangering” the SD-Act, with its provision for a SDS

every four years: Calculating that with two years preparation time, there was

a need to start early 2003.  An official reason also was the EU SDS then in

place, which ought to be considered (cf. ch. C.1).

The former seems to reveal a bit of an architectural deficiency with practical

consequences: 

a preparing an evaluation report needs too much time for it to be fully

current and ready in time; reasons for this are that the task also

comprises preparing a prospect, which exceeds ex-post evaluation only,

and that a plan with 600 actions is difficult to evaluate; also the capacity

of the TFSD was used for other tasks (including to draft the first SDS);

b the division of tasks has pitfalls, because each party depends on the

delivery of others, i.e. the process would have to be managed and

steered very well, which is difficult with all the interdependencies (and

becomes even worse if there is e.g. competition between the different

bodies or persons in charge), and not given without a powerful steering

lead. In the situation of 2002 the Ministries did not deliver their results

in time, and the division of tasks between ICDO and POD DO was not 

clarified.

Another reason for the start of the new SDS (too) early is that supposedly in

Belgium it takes two years to prepare a SDS, which is rather long compared

to other countries; even when taking into account that it does take more

time if all Ministries are involved during the preparation via the ICDO (and

not one is in charge alone), and that all texts have to be translated in three

languages, two years seems very long.15 The government stated that imple-

14 The SD council advises linking this to the Spring Summit and insists on starting with this in 2005.

15 In the 2003 evaluation report it was still stated that it takes roughly one year (FPB, 2003, Figure 1.5, p.22;

as did Gouzee, 2002, p. 7).
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mentation of the first SDS (2000 - 2004) would continue, and announced a

systematic review for the summer 2005 only (while the 2nd SDS enters into

force in December 2004). 

It has apparently also been the subject of dispute that the Task Force SD,

who for practical reasons co-drafted the first SDS, also prepared the evalua-

tion report (for which they are responsible).  This argument can be followed

in principle, but in practice it should not make so much difference, given the

relative independence of the Federal Planning Bureau from the government

departments.

Altogether:

• the monitoring system seems to be a bit tight in its sequence, particu-

larly because both the evaluation reports and preparing a strategy takes

longer than originally estimated;  2004 faces the peculiar situation that a

‘pre-draft’ SDS is under consultation, whereas the third

evaluation/progress report is missing;

• the second evaluation report 2003 only partly (10 themes), hence not

systematically, scrutinizes and measures progress of the first SDS

(around 50 out of 200 pages), but draws again the wider picture (90

pages) and proposes principles and approaches (70 pages).  This is

partly due to the SD Act, which requires the review to also develop

scenarios, and it is the Task Force’s self-image to “explaining the frame-

work for SD” and to “seek to constitute the basis for the next SDS”

(neither of which is evaluating the previous one). 

Both might be useful to reconsider.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

The first SDS 2000 - 2004 contains strategic, and partly quantitative, objec-

tives16, which are partly international commitments or EU objectives (e.g.

one on reducing energy consumption by 2010, which later turned out to be in

line with the burden sharing agreements), partly national ones (e.g. a market

share of organic products of 4% until 2003).  That they are usually not

mentioned might say something about their relevance.  Quite surprisingly

the first evaluation report does not refer to these objectives.

Indicators are not yet agreed upon, and, if used, so far taken from e.g. OECD

publications.17

The ‘pre-draft’ SDS 2004 - 2008 has some qualitative objectives, and partly

quantitative ones.  The targets of the EU SDS proposal of the European

Commission18 were considered from the view of what is feasible for Belgium

(e.g. the target for renewables is not feasible, because Belgium starts at a

much lower point), which basically relates to what the government is already

doing.  ICDO did not propose quantitative targets itself, but asked the partic-

ipating Ministries to do so, with the aim of creating ownership.

Indicators have been aimed at over the years, but are still called “work in

progress”.

16 E.g. p. 22/23, 69/70, 77/78, 85/86 (Secretary of State for Energy and Sustainable Development, 2000).

17 E.g. Secretary of State for Energy and Sustainable Development, 2000, p.23.

18 COM (2001) 264.



Belgium -  Actors  and process

86

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

There is some continuity between the first and the second SDS regarding the

themes covered, but basically the priority fields of the EU SDS were taken up

(cf. ch. B)

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament 

In general the country seems relatively “politicised”: The leaders of the

coalition parties in fact determine the Ministers, and it is not unusual that

staff in public administration are recruited on the basis of membership of a

political party.  They also have a strong influence on the government

program, and have an indirect influence on the policies of “their” Ministers

by holding regular meetings to discuss the Ministers’ cabinet proposals.19

In such a situation it is almost unimaginable for most actors that a SD strat-

egy could be longer lasting than one government term: As it is comprehen-

sive, the relation to a coalition/government agreement is by the nature of

the case very close.  The SDS is prepared by civil servants, consulted with

experts and the wider public and approved by the federal government.  In

the case of 2003 a new government came in, draw up a coalition agreement,

and was not very fond of the first draft for a new SDS.  In consequence a

new draft was prepared by a new ICDO (made up of cabinet staff, cf. A.1.2)

and adapted to the coalition agreement, in order to avoid conflicts during

the implementation phase.20 Some measures of the coalition agreement

were incorporated in the SDS, which at the same time also contains new

measures.

The coalition agreement typically has the support of the Parliament (there is

no tradition for minority governments), whereas the SDS is neither officially

presented to Parliament nor approved by it.  The first SDS though recom-

mends that Parliament should discuss long-term issues once a year, but this

is not followed on a regular basis.  Parliamentary standing committees have

organised around four meetings since 1998, but as they have been always

different committees, there has been no continuity of the discussion, and

the concept and outcome was apparently not clear.  This situation also

reveals the problems of Parliaments with SD, given their similar sectoral

organisation.

Long-term objectives are apparently not so much seen as a way to enhance

the long-term perspective, as they might remain not grounded, if no meas-

ures are linked to them (and with measures it gets ‘too’ close to government

agreements, cf. above). 

A compromise for the future could be a division into a long-term strategy

(with ‘less’ political combating) combined with a more short-term action plan

(which would then be close to a coalition agreement).

19 Woyke, 2003, p.397, 400.

20 The timing of the first SDS 1999/2000 was apparently more congruent in this respect: The evaluation report

(on existing policies) was in place when the new government came in (with a State Secretary for SD), which

then developed the draft SDS according to the SD Act.
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1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy

Belgium’s SD approach is largely perceived as a learning process.  In terms

of objectives, targets, timetables and flexibility the picture remains a bit

fuzzy: There are voluminous reports and strategies, and it is difficult to iden-

tify an architecture from broad to fine, and to understand the difference

between ‘actions’ and ‘means of implementation’ in the first SDS.  Regarding

priority fields the second pre-draft strategy appears clearer, though objec-

tives are somehow hidden in the actions and hence harder to find.

Quantitative targets seem to be difficult to agree upon, which is probably why

they remain a bit arbitrary.  The same applies to indicators, which are not yet

in place.  Some people say that EU priorities and objectives are therefore

easier to handle for Belgium: the national, even only federal, agreement

procedures are massive and eventually lead nowhere.  In general it is said

that objectives are fairly easy to agree upon, but battles start when it comes

to measures (cf. ch. A.1.1 implementation problems of the first SDS).

The government, or rather the country (i.e. including self-criticism of other

actors), is partly criticised for its emphasis on procedures, which decreases

capacity for substance and implementation.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
The Belgian federal system was established with a new constitution in 1970,

which was a result of strong tensions between the ethnic groups (the two

main regional/ethnic ones Flemings and Walloons, and the three language

communities Flemish, French and German) since the 1960s.21 Ongoing

conflicts about competences of the regions led to three more constitutional

reforms in 1980,1988-89 and 1993-94, the two latter allocated competence

for inter alia environment, water, spatial and urban planning, housing, agri-

culture and rural development, and partly for energy, transport, regional

economic and labour policies and development aid.22 Also in 2001 there was

a reform via a Special Law that foresaw transfer of some competences and

institutional reforms (e.g. regionalisation of development cooperation). The

regions as well as the communities are also competent to conclude interna-

tional treaties in the fields of their competences.  A new reform is in sight,

with a commission coming in place and different aspirations of the regions.

The federal government is responsible for national matters as a whole, i.e.

defence, finance and currency, justice/legal system, foreign affairs23.  There

is also still competence for development cooperation, as well as for the coor-

dination of the Belgian international environmental policy and partly for

social and economic policies, which lays the basis for the federal SDS.

21 The traditional conflict lines in the Belgian society before where catholic - liberal, and socialist - capitalist

(the latter strong because of early industrialization, dividing society particularly in the coal and steel

regions of Wallonia).  With having resolved these conflict lines in the 1960s the underlying tensions

between the language groups became more relevant again, and resulted in the division of e.g. political

parties in a Flemish and a Walloon segment, and finally in the federal system (Woyke, 2003, p.408).

22 Woyke, 2003, p.389/390.

23 somehow shared with the regions and communities: the latter e.g. have competence for research and

international relations connected with that.



Belgium -  Actors  and process

88

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

As opposed to e.g. the federal system of Germany there is no federal “frame-

work” competence (and no difference in competence for law making and

implementing), i.e. no higher hierarchy of the Belgian federal level, but so-

called “coordination agreements” are pragmatic tools for dealing with the

complicated situation.24

In administrative terms Belgium is divided in 10 provinces, though these

have significantly lost relevance since the two last constitutional reforms.

Discussion on competences in a way never seems to end, which has been

reflected in SD policies, too: 

After starting up as a national council for SD, though without a commitment

of the government to prepare a SDS, it was re-named to “federal” council, as

a consequence of a state reform in which it was decided to call institutions

working on federal level accordingly.  The provisions for a SDS in the SD-Act

of 1997 hence also refer to a “federal” SDS.  Among the regions Flanders in

2004 started to work on its own SD strategy.25 The regional governments

have been represented in the federal ICDO, but nevertheless the federal and

regional activities have so far been relatively separated, one reason being

the different competences of the federal and regional level, and hence a SD

strategy focuses by the nature of the case on different matters.  Another

reason is most likely that the relation between the two levels is sensitive,

and hence at least originally the regions did not want to recognise a federal

‘frame’.  There are recent fresh attempts towards a national SD strategy with

a new federal-regional commission installed on an informal basis looking

into this.  Elections in the regions, and the communities with new govern-

ments have slowed down the agenda though, and the fate of the initiative is

currently uncertain.  The federal and regional councils are to some extent

already involved in this attempt towards a national SDS, but not in all cases

officially.  The recent proposal of the SD council to create an inter-ministerial

conference for SD (i.e. comprised of the federal and regional level) is appar-

ently taken up by the government.26

There is no connection between the local and the federal level regarding SD,

but some between the regional and local level27.  The function of the local

communities is supposedly the subject of permanent arguments between

different political levels.  Their formal independence is restricted by financial

dependence: they receive 90% of their budget from a central fund by a

certain ratio, which itself is repeatedly argued about politically.28

LA 21 processes seem not to have played an important role in Belgium but

there are some initiatives in Flanders and Brussels (altogether less than 12).

Besides that the majority of the Flemish municipalities as well as some Walloon

ones have special programs on social development, environment and/or devel-

24 This also applies for the relation to the European level, cf. ch. C.1

25 It installed an inter-departmental Working Group in March 2004.  The Flemish Environment Council Mina-

raad in January 2004 advised on the SDS, urging the government to take SD as a political principle in their

program.  No information is available about Wallonia and the Brussels region.

26 There is already such an inter-ministerial conference for environment policy.

27 In Flanders e.g. there are contracts between the regional and local level for measures on environmental

integration.

28 Woyke, 2003, p.411. 
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oping co-operation, which could be seen as a kind of (minor) LA21.

Overall the country seems to be captivated, almost surrendered, with their

architectural, procedural and competence-related matters.  In such a situa-

tion the past approach was probably sensible: to first prepare strategies

separately on the federal and regional level, in order that both sides are able

to develop their own thinking, priorities and measures, - eventually also real-

ising that much does not work without mutual support of the two levels.

Only the future will tell about the fate of the new national initiative.

2 Non-governmental actors
The political culture of Belgium has been characterised by the tensions

between the language communities and regions since the 1960s (cf. ch. A.1.4

and footnote 21), resulting in conflict solving by combination of negotiation

and competition between the Flemish and Walloon regions, segments of

parties and interest-groups.29 It is stated that the Belgian culture is a

combating one, which leads to fewer results but is possibly “less hypocriti-

cal” than e.g. the anglo-saxon culture with open debates, sharing thoughts,

which creates space so that nobody feels a loser in the end. 

Because of the early industrialization the Belgian trade unions are among

the oldest and strongest in Europe, with 75% of the work force organised.

The latter nowadays is also due to advantages of trade union members

regarding social benefits.  The employers’ federations are well organised,

and particularly the one of industry has strong political influence.30

Negotiations between social partners have been institutionalised since the

early 1950s in an Economic and a Social Council (CCE and CNT)31, which

perform this particular task jointly and has divided tasks for other questions

(macro-economic, anything related to working conditions etc.).  The collec-

tive agreements between the social partners have legal binding authority,

which explains to some degree the so-called privileged relation between the

social partners and why they are relatively strongly attached to their specific

forms of co-operation in the Economic and in the Social Council. 

Against the background of an in general large culture for stakeholder consul-

tation environment and development NGOs have increasingly evolved, and

have played an important role in the preparation of the Rio conferences.

They hence have become increasingly nationally involved and members of

the SD council.

The new SD paradigm implicates a larger stakeholder process, which has

created adaptation problems for the social partners, who now also have to

deal with new interlocutors (NGOs).  

Business particularly criticises the complicated split of competence between

the federal and regional level, whereas they have to see the global dimen-

sion.  Being forced to be part of several cooperation processes leads to lost

time and inefficiency, and adds to the integration challenge of SD. 

29 Woyke, 2003, p.409.

30 Woyke, 2003, p.407.

31 Conseil Central de l’Economie (CCE), Conseil National du Travail (CNT).  In contrast the Belgian regions and

the Netherlands have this combined in one Social-Economic Council SER.  The political culture though

differs with consensus-orientation in the Netherlands, and more competition and negotiations in Belgium.
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2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Several initiatives to promote CSR exist and imply different accents.  There

are e.g. laws on the social label, on the additional pension schemes, on a

“Recycle Fund”, on the transparency for stock market companies.  The

Walloon and Flemish region also initiated activities about information and

management instruments promoting CSR.

A number of large Belgian companies are organised in “Business and Society

Belgium”, member of the European umbrella “CSR Europe”.  This organiza-

tion started in Belgium in 1998 with another name, with the sole aim to act

against social exclusion.  The member companies took initiatives to integrate

socially weaker groups into the labour market.  In 2000 the organization

enlarged its activities to CSR, integrating the three SD dimensions.  As SMEs

have less means to apply CSR tools, governments and the employer organi-

zations initiated programs adapted to their size.

There are also initiatives to raise companies’ awareness of their responsibil-

ity towards developing countries (e.g. Kauri, Corporate Funding Program),

but so far these have not been coordinated.  The federal government intends

to start a working group within the ICDO, which is asked to elaborate a

framework for CSR by the end of 2005.

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
There have been attempts, both bottom-up and top-down, to extend the

traditionally strong influence of social partners to (organised) civil society,

and broader stakeholder consultation in planning processes has become

common in Belgium since the 1980s.  The regions also have a tradition for

consultation, for example on environment plans.

For the first SDS e.g. the ICDO/TFSD performed a wide consultation through

websites conferences and local authorities, with advertisement on TV, in

newspapers, via posters e.g. in libraries.  Also subsidies to NGOs were

given.  There were 1.800 responses with around 16.000 contributions32,

which were dealt with in a very transparent way: they led to 30% changes of

the proposed text, which were published on the internet in track-change

mode.

Nevertheless, it is stated that the first SDS was not supported by civil 

society, and the consultation was not successful because the SDS lacked

priorities in themes and actions, as well as budget provisions for the imple-

mentation.33

Consultation was performed similarly for the pre-draft of the second SDS in

2004, with a lower number of responses (800) and contributions (8.000).34

32 With 10 Mill inhabitants; as comparison: Sweden with 9 Mill inhabitants asked 2.000 stakeholders for input

and received about 250 replies.  The differentiation between responses and contributions/responses (i.e.

numbers of points made in total) might be interesting for other countries/consultation processes. 

33 One business federation also criticised it, because its statement, as representing all companies, "counted"

as much as the one of an individual citizen.  In a way this feeling touches upon the question of

representation and legitimacy of stakeholder consultation, though overall the impression prevails that the

traditionally strong stakeholders are mainly trying to defend their status in a situation of greater

importance of civil society.  E.g. it was not mentioned whether this point was discussed with the authors of

the SDS.

34 Although around 300.000Ä were spent for the first consultation, and for the second the double.
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It is interpreted that civil society did not feel involved in this second strat-

egy, because it was/is primarily directed to the government (actions particu-

larly intended for government) and contains too many actions ‘business as

usual’.35

3 SD council (FRDO-CFDD)
Since 1993 a “National Council for SD” has existed.  Supposedly its influence

was very limited, and it has been difficult to increase it, given the fact that

SD was a new item, there was

• limited ownership within the authorities and the members

• no strong legal basis for the council (ministerial decree instead of an act)

• no major government activity to which it could respond, and there was no

clear commitment yet to developing a SDS.

With the SD-Act of 1997 the legal basis for the council was reinforced, and its

name changed to become “Federal Council for SD (FRDO-CFDD)”.  According

to Art. 11 §6 SD-Act the government is obliged to state its reasons for deviat-

ing from advice of the council36, which is a rather strong provision vis-à-vis

advisory councils.

The composition of the council, laid out in the SD Act is representational:

there are 38 members with voting rights, from employers’ organisations,

trade unions, NGOs and universities.37 In addition to this there are 40

members with observing status: from each Ministry, region, scientific advi-

sors and other observers. 

It has six permanent working groups: SD strategies, energy and climate

change, international relations, product norms, scientific research, sensibili-

sation and communication.

Other underlying challenges for the FRDO-CFDD and its predecessor have

been grounded in:

a the above-mentioned strong negotiation culture, and 

b the traditionally strong councils for economy and employment, with their

institutionalised negotiations on wages etc. (cf. also 3.2 below).

Especially this perception and attitude of the social partners has made it

difficult to achieve a common understanding of the nature of the SD council.

There are e.g. voices from business that consider a concept for a SD council

as laboratory of civil society, with no representation and negotiation func-

tion, as a “conseil des sages” (council of wise men), which would not be

valuable or desirable.  This attitude goes as far as considering negotiations

as the only and best way for policy-making, which once more reflects this as

a strong aspect of the political culture in Belgium.  Giving advice in contrast,

35 The SD Council also had a lot of critical remarks on the way the money for the consultation was invested

(cf. also the main lines of the FRDO-CFDDís opinion on the pre-draft: www.FRDO-

CFDD.be/en/puben/2004a04e.pdf, in English).

36 similar to the Netherlands.

37 Environmental NGOs (6), development NGOs (6), consumer NGOs (2), trade unions (6), employers’

organizations (6), energy producers (2), universities/academia (6), plus 3 vice-presidents and one

president.  www.FRDO-CFDD.be/fr/conseil/membres.htm
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at least whenever it includes assessment of government policies, is partly

considered as unacceptable “imposing”.  Government though does not have

this perception.  The trade unions seem to have a less polarised attitude:

for them the economic and social councils have both negotiating and advis-

ing function, and for the SD council the think-tank function is supported

(though there is a problem with the ‘double-hat’, cf. below ch. A.3.2).

3.1 Role and functions of the SD council
Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

The establishment of the national SD council was not linked to the decision

to elaborate a SDS, which became a reality only in 1997 when also with the

SD-Act the institutional framework was created, and a clear function in the

SDS process allocated to the FRDO-CFDD (cf. ch. A.1.2):  It is by law obliged

to (Art. 11 §1 SD-Act):

• Express an opinion on all measures concerning federal policy on SD,

taken or envisaged by the federal authorities, in particular for the imple-

mentation of Belgium’s international commitments;

• Provide a forum for exchange of views on sustainable development;

• Propose research in all fields related to SD;

• Promote the widest possible co-operation of public and private organisa-

tions as well as citizens in order to realise these objectives.

The FRDO-CFDD gave the following key advice on the SDS:

• Pre-draft of the first SDS 1999: criticising that the objectives Belgium

wanted to achieve by the plan were not described clearly and specifically

enough and that the plan didn’t address the consequences for budget or

staffing, and with a recommendation to systematise data on “what

should be done, by whom and when” into summary tables.38

• Follow-up and advice on national and EU SDS, governance (national, EU

and international), indicators and impact assessment as well as on key

policy fields such as mobility and transport, energy, natural resources,

climate, products norms, development cooperation, international agree-

ments, international trade, health and food security, promotion, commu-

nication and research, Local Agenda 21. 

• Round-tables on Spring Summits (2003 and 2004) and WTO-issues (2001,

2002, 2003, 2004).

• ‘Pre-draft’ SDS 2003: assessment that taking the six themes of the EU SDS

as a framework was an appropriate point of departure (vertical integra-

tion), but criticising that the draft was too much “business-as-usual” and

failed to pay sufficient attention to the long-term vision on SD for Belgium,

and ignored the question how fundamental SD objectives like achieving

growth without placing additional burdens on the environment or realising

more sustainable production and consumption can be achieved, and

recommending a more multi-sector, multi-level (‘national’ SDS) and multi-

actor approach and a reviewing of the policy cycle (strategy -- report).39

38 www.FRDO-CFDD.be/en/puben/2000a02e.pdf.

39 www.FRDO-CFDD.be/en/puben/2004a04e.pdf.
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General functions, - views are shared by (parts of ) the council and govern-

ment:

° Advisory board to the government, from a view point of civil society:

parts of the council would like to enhance the role of a “voice of civil

society”;

° reminder/watchdog for the holistic/integrated view vis-à-vis the political

world, the media, the members and the population;

° promoting SD policies to interested parties, e.g. by organising seminars

and websites (e.g. Billy Globe);

° stakeholder/expert dialogue “among each other”, creating an under-

standing of each other’s point of view, including that consensus building

among the members should take place: in principle this view is shared by

council members, the view on how to get there though differs (some

negotiation attitude); also, council members are partly bound to repre-

sent their organisation;

° stakeholder members to take the views of the council into their organisa-

tions;

° think-tank (minor function since no means available; also some council

members would not agree because of the negotiating attitude).

3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Council members operate on equal footing:

• The council has developed slowly towards a cooperative approach with all

stakeholders on equal footing and consensus aimed at.  If no consensus is

achieved (applies to in around 30% of the cases) it is highlighted and

explained which group of council members, or which individual, does not

agree to a certain statement, analysis, assessment or recommendation.

• It has an independent status with government members only as

observers.

• “Double hat” of council members: Particularly during the first years this

has caused some problems, as council members e.g. in wider (external)

consultations stood for the view of their organization only; from a trade

union it is stated that their representatives to the council may not deviate

from the unions’ position, if only because of the internal democratic deci-

sion making process.

• The social-economic partners have to some extent perceived the council

as an environment one, because it has tackled several environmental

themes, or is at least biased.  On the other hand the council as a whole

has worked hard on awareness-raising that SD is not “only” environment

policy.

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

As introduced above there has been a rather competitive attitude from the

council for economy towards the SD council, which caused inter alia little

impact of the SD council in the early years.  With the SD Act it got a legal

basis and an explicit role.  Though it took still a while until the attitude of the
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social partners started to change.  In 2004 national directors of major stake-

holder groups became members of the board of the council, which consider-

ably reflects ownership, and might lead to more authority of the council.

In 2004 the SD council organised several expert hearings, together with the

economic and the social council, in order to prepare its opinions (as

requested by the government) on the pre-draft of the second federal SDS

and the EU SDS review (the economic and the social council had decided to

prepare an own initiative advice). 

Relation to government departments:

The relation to government departments is in general very constructive and

open.  There are governmental council members as observers, who typically

do not frequently participate in plenary, but are, when appropriate, invited to

working groups as experts.  Some cabinets and administrations are co-oper-

ating very actively with the council, while others remain more passive, and

some Ministers have never asked for an opinion or organised any round

tables (e.g. finance, budget).  The relationship often depends on individuals.

There is also a constructive relationship with the governmental SD-institu-

tions (ICDO, TFSD, POD DO, cf. ch. A.1.2).

3.3 Achievements of the council
1 Government’s view

• Acknowledged as a stakeholder advisory body with high quality work.

2 SDC’s view

• Ministers increasingly realise the added value of asking the council

for advice, because it contributes to agreements between stakehold-

ers and builds a certain social basis for government policy.

• Improves the quality of government papers by giving additional view

points/angles/dimensions to the government.

• The council contributed to the preparation of the first and second SDS:

- Advice on the pre-draft of the first SDS (April 2000),

- Hearing on the pre-draft for the second SDS (January 2004),

- Advice on the pre-draft of the second SDS (May 2004).

It also formulated a Memorandum to the new federal government

(May 2003).

• The council gave advice on the 6th EAP (June 2000), the EU SDS (April

2001), and an opinion on the review of the EU SDS (October 2004).

• Agenda setting of particular issues:

- SD-indicators,

- national strategy SD,

- multilevel governance.

• Development of a popularising website for SD (www.billy-

globe.org)40.

40 which is meanwhile under the auspices of the POD DO.
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• Conducted two surveys on the social basis of SD (1999 and 2002)41,

and a third one is in preparation.

• Networking:

- Upon the proposal of the FRDO-CFDD the Working Group SD of the

EEAC was established;

- Building and maintaining relationships with the other Belgian

advisory councils.

Success-factors of a SD council

° Independence (towards government and political parties);

° Members should try to develop an attitude of experimentation;

° Broad representation as stakeholder-forum and getting to understanding

and agreements between stakeholders;

° Strong chair and high level Board (composed with national directors of

major stakeholder groups);

° Having members from the academic side (some prominent); 

° Obligation of the government to react and argue if deviating from the

council’s recommendations.  For the opinions on the SDS the government

elaborate a special “motivation paper”, for other opinions the Ministers

or their representatives react to the opinions received at the first General

Assembly of the year.

41 The later one was not only quantitative but also qualitative. 54 prominent political, socio-economic and

cultural actors have been questioned.
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B Themes and scope

Priority fields of the first SDS (2000-2004) are directly derived from Agenda

21 and are arranged under four clusters:

1 Actions on patterns of consumption and production, including policies for 

• information, education and public awareness,

• products,

• consumption by public administrations.

2 Actions on poverty and social exclusion, over-indebtedness, and health,

including policies for 

• combating poverty and social exclusion,

• reducing over-indebtedness,

• environmental health.

3 Actions on agriculture - marine environment - biodiversity, including

policy for

• promoting sustainable development of agriculture,

• protection and managing the marine environment,

• conservation of biodiversity.

4 Actions on energy - transport - ozone and climate change, including 

policy for

• promoting sustainable development of energy,

• promoting mobility compatible with sustainable development,

• protecting the atmosphere.

These policies are accompanied by means of implementation (international

policy, research policy, fiscal policy and information for decision-making),

and the role of major groups shall be strengthened.

The new pre-draft SDS (2004-08) focuses on the priority fields of the EU SDS42:

1 combating poverty, 

2 ageing population, 

3 addressing threats to public health, 

4 managing natural resources more responsibly, 

5 combating climate change, and 

6 ensuring sustainable mobility.

It is more difficult to identify objectives, targets and actions.

Belgian SD policies have from the beginning always tried to be comprehen-

sive and, at least on the programmatic level, succeeded.  So in this respect

there was no disadvantage in the partial lead responsibility of the Minister

for Environment (later: and SD), though on the level of implementation there

is still apparently a long way to go.  The SDS covers all federal competences,

which leaves the environmental dimension a bit limited, because that is

mainly a regional competence.  Emphasis is given to the social dimension.

The new pre-draft SDS is criticised for having taken over the priority themes

of the EU SDS without its fundamental objectives (e.g. decoupling).
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C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
Belgium has a strong international and EU perspective: the first SDS was

oriented towards Agenda 21, and the second one (the current ‘pre-draft’)

even fully takes over the priority fields of the EU SDS.  The EU SDS could not

be considered in the first SDS, as it was only issued a year later.  Neverthe-

less, there are identical strategic topics (climate change, mobility, national

environmental health action plan, installing a federal agency for food safety

and promoting the establishment of a European one, actions on poverty and

social exclusion).

EU legislation is politically easier to handle in Belgium, which also applies to

programs including the EU SDS, even if it is not binding.  It also increases

continuity (cf. ch. A.1.3.2), as governments do not easily dismantle EU poli-

cies, and public administration tends to defend it.  This was one reason to

choose the priority fields of the EU SDS in the pre-draft SDS 2003; in general

the approach has been to pick from the EU SDS “a la carte”.  The EU level

helps to overcome competence problems in a federal state: International

obligations are a driving-force for the seven Parliaments that have to

endorse a Belgian ratification, whereas without such a driver the endorse-

ment processes sometimes may get stuck.43

At the same time Belgium gave quite some input for the preparation of the

EU SDS.

The Lisbon process is also considered as important, and it is perceived as an

overarching strategy, including environment, though only covering the

short/mid-term, and the SDS is the long-term approach.  For some the

Lisbon strategy should be the central social, economic (and environmental)

agenda.  For others, it needs to be integrated in the wider EU SDS frame-

work.  In line with, inter alia, the priorities of the Dutch Presidency, it is said

that potential areas should be identified, where environment can serve the

economy.  It is favoured that the environmental dimension in the Lisbon

strategy is strengthened, not only in function of socio-economic goals but as

an important objective as such.

2 SD council (FRDO-CFDD): European and international
dimension

The FRDO-CFDD published an opinion on the occasion of the consultation

about the EU-SDS review 2004, and has also done so for the EU-SDS prepa-

ration in 2001.

The FRDO-CFDD has been involved in European cooperation through EEAC

since 2001.  Before that the council was still in a consolidating phase, espe-

cially with respect to the relation to the social and economic councils.  In

43 The implications of the Kyoto Protocol are an example of very difficult agreements between the regions on

the distribution of burden sharing, i.e. as opposed to other nations the regional distribution of burden

comes first, and only then the one between different industry branches, - a situation which is called by the

business community as "absence of level playing field" even within the country.
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this context there were some doubts because EEAC comes from the ‘environ-

mental sustainability’ side.

Other international activities included: 

• CSD: The council always participates with two members at the CSD.

During CSD 9, the council participated in a side-event on  “Public partici-

pation in SD-planning and the role of SD-councils”. This side-event was

organised by the Belgian and the Danish governments;

• WSSD: participation of delegates in the Prepcoms 3 and 4 for the WSSD.

The council was represented with a group at the WSSD as part of the

Belgian official delegation.

As a preparation for the WSSD it organised two symposia (sustainable

production and consumption; Rio+10 in Belgium: the gap between commit-

ments and policy), and also gave two pieces of advice.44

Other advice addressing the international dimension include:

• Kyoto protocol,

• Trade and WTO (roundtables with Ministers in charge with this field),

• Development Cooperation.

The FRDO-CFDD is also represented in a committee responsible for coordi-

nating the Belgian SD policies on international level, for example preparing

the Belgian position for CSD meetings.  The committee is composed of repre-

sentatives from the federal administration and cabinets, from the regional

authorities and from civil society.

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
The Committee of Director Generals for European Affairs (DGE) coordinates

all Belgian positions to the Councils of Ministers.  Each of the eight Councils

typically contributing to the Spring Summit are prepared nationally by inter-

cabinet working groups, each chaired by the respective Minister, which feed

back to the DGE.45

For the Spring Summit preparation itself it works similarly: the DGE starts,

creates different informal inter-cabinet groups, and finalizes the input itself.

The MinE is included in this process, which is considered as quite an inten-

sive one.

The FRDO-CFDD has given input to the Spring Summits via round-table

discussions with the Minister or State Secretary responsible for SD, and it is

aimed to organise one with the Prime Minister on the occasion of the Lisbon

mid-term review and the EU SDS review.

44 Advice for the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg - 16 April 2002, Second advice

for the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg - 18 June 2002, First advice following

the World Summit on Sustainable Development - 15 October 2002.

45 Because of the complicated competence structure there are coordination agreements on who represents

Belgium in the Council of Ministers: a) exclusive federal competence (only the federal Minister represents),

b) mixed competence ( b)1. the federal Minister represents, with the regional Minister being the second

one, or b)2. the other way round, - applies for environment), c) exclusive regional competence (only the

regional Minister(s) represent; for the regional Ministers in cases b) and c) there is a 6 month rotation.
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4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

The first SDS states that the Belgian government will support the following

work that is to be accomplished on the EU level:

• take SD aspects into account in future trade negotiations (WTO), e.g.

reduce quotas and import duties for developing countries,

• adoption of labels for fairer trade, and 

• reduce VAT-levels on products that bear environmental or ethical labels,

Other issues for which EU activity is desired include:

• set decoupling targets for different sectors;

• tackle mobility problems, for which taxation would be needed (though it

is assessed as unrealistic that an agreement can be found at EU level);

• energy;

• to spend more for R&D, e.g. on biofuels.

It is also desired that member states use at least partly the same set of indi-

cators; an improved set of the structural indicators used for the Spring

Report should be taken into account.

Downstream impacts - EU policies hampering national SD processes

Liberalisation/privatisation in general is seen as problematic for SD.  In

particular the planned liberalisation of public transport endangers the bene-

ficial Belgian system.

When the internal market has increasing impact on EU social policies it

might hamper Belgium’s advanced social system, which the country wants to

protect.  Education and health are mentioned in this respect.

Conditional implementation

• The implementation of an energy/CO2 - tax in Belgium is linked with an

agreement at EU level;

• legislation on labelling will be reviewed in consultation with the EU, in

order to prevent the proliferation of labels.

Overall assessment

Belgium takes EU legislation rather seriously and has been committed to trans-

pose Directives into national law, though it usually takes longer because trans-

position requires approval by all seven Parliaments.  The government also

strives to influence EU policies towards SD in some fields, with some focus on

the international trade dimension, and has exerted an influence on the EU SDS

itself.  Belgium has always been (very) active at CSD level (vice-chair at CSD-11).
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D Achievements and shortcomings in the national 

SD agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
As in other cases, key achievements in Belgium are basic ones, namely that

the SD process has 

• led to an understanding of concept (no SD without environmental inte-

gration; no environmental policy without social policies and economic

growth), and that it 

• has created a common language, and consciousness and willingness of

several Ministries to discuss. 

• The interdepartmental cooperation is assessed positively, because of

willingness to learn and have real discussions, though it is observed that

participants fall back to department egoisms when it comes to measures.

Also, not all Ministries participated actively, and a lot depends on individ-

uals: There have been cases where a Ministry representative actively

participates in e.g. the ICDO, but the Minister has never requested advice

from the SD council, and is also otherwise not interested, and the other

way round.   Also again the distribution of competences with the regions

plays a role: Policy fields for which the federal level is only to a minor

extent competent tend not to cause conflicts to the same extent as in

centralised countries.

New cross-sectoral mechanisms were installed during the last two years; one

promisingly has the specific task to advance ‘greening’ of the Public Service,

which might become a role model for other countries.

From the government side it is said that the federal SDS is just one incentive

to take action, but having one “helped”.  Examples given are the objective

for 0,7% of GDP for development aid, in which the SDS is stronger than the

EU, because it has a timeline (2010), but that the final trigger for this objec-

tive was Monterrey and the European Council’s conclusions.  This objective is

considered as achievement of the SDS.46

Other achievements in policy fields include:

• nuclear phase out decided by the former government (industry does not

perceive this as a sustainable measure);

• climate policy: fiscal incentives and subsidies for private households for

measures to increase energy efficiency and renewables (solar);

• integrated product policy: with the establishment of a federal agency for

the safety of the food chain, as a result of the dioxin crisis, some aspects

of product policy are now integrated; 

• taxes on batteries, disposable cameras and packages of beverages;

• public procurement law adapted (2003) to now also include environmen-

tal and social criteria;

• objectives and measures for ozone;

46 In order to reach the 0,7% objective by 2010, Belgium has increased its share of spending to 0,43% in 2002

and 0,61% in 2003.
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• Health and Environment Plan (NEHAP): agreement between the regions,

communities and the federal level.

2 Most difficult policy fields
Taxation and ‘getting prices right’ is stated by many actors as an important

and difficult field, as are economic and budgetary policies in general.

Related ones and others include:

• energy (e.g. energy supply structure; energy intensive industry like petro-

chemicals, port of Antwerp; taxation as federal competence): The first

SDS 2000 proposed an energy tax, which Belgium also promoted for the

EU level (Presidency 2001); this failed, but the new government took up

the issue of more ‘green’ taxation unilaterally (government agreement

2003), given that competitiveness and hence employment will not be

endangered.  Measures are mainly proposed for housing (incentives) and

transport (fee system for lorries).

• climate change: A national climate change plan has been aimed at for

long, but is not yet achieved.  Since around 2003 there is a national

climate change commission, but it does not work yet effectively.  There

are regional climate change plans, and some agreements on the federal

level, but a national plan would be needed to make the different regional

and federal objectives and measures coherent (e.g. the federal level is

competent for taxation).  Belgium reached only late a national (federal

and regional) compromise on allocation plans; the regional distribution

of quotas still needs to be done by the regions, because of their compe-

tence for industry policy.

• mobility (car industry, transfer country): Also here a national plan has

been aimed at, but a proposal of the previous government could not be

agreed upon.  Again taxation was and will remain the key political prob-

lem.  There are already regional plans and a new national proposal will

be discussed early 2005.

• sustainable consumption is included so far with the goal of decoupling

and dematerialisation, but progress remains very limited.

• International trade and WTO policy is a controversially debated issue in

the SD council (eg whether or not to include environmental and social

norms in WTO policies).

It is seen as a key challenge in Belgium to tackle the social component in

relevant policy fields and SD, and the impacts of immigration remains a big

concern (integration, education and employment of immigrants).

The SD council has submitted its view in a Memorandum to the new govern-

ment in 2003.47

47 http://www.FRDO-CFDD.be/en/puben/2003a04e.pdf
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3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Procedural: improve the review process.

Content: approve a national SDS and agree on systematic indicators and

objectives.

4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as

follows48:

Comprehensive strategy; environment is a bit limited (at least on

the measures side) because of limited federal competence;

The EU SDS plays a strong role;

Stakeholder consultation is taken seriously;

/( ) SDS as a “living document” with clear priority fields and strategic

approach, but underpinning objectives are missing or a bit arbi-

trary. Moving towards a national (vs. federal) SDS will be a chal-

lenge;

/( ) Getting all concerned departments committed is still a challenge,

but the institutional setting has beneficial potentials.  Lead

responsibility is again given to a State Secretary for SD, now

attached to a powerful Vice-Prime Minister;

/ There was no systematic review of the first SDS yet (but a second

SDS was developed), which is partly due to its reputation as being

a “wish-list” and some problems with time frames; it might be

worthwhile to reconsider the review terms and mechanisms;

( )/ Overall, the emphasis in Belgium seems, due to the complex insti-

tutional context, to lie a bit too heavily on the procedural compo-

nent, and substance gets lost a bit;

Agreeing on more clear, and quantitative objectives and (key-)indi-

cators will be a challenge.

48 achievement

( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge
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E Recommendations for the EU-SDS review

Detailed recommendations are given by the SDC in the course of the consul-

tation on the EU SDS review (October 2004).  Drawing from experience in

Belgium, key points are:

• A SDS should be a dynamic strategy.  The EU should not only define the

non-sustainable trends, but also long term objectives (taking into

account international agreements, among others the Johannesburg Plan

of Action); the EU SDS on this basis needs to lay out how to make

progress towards those objectives during the four years-phases. 

• The strategy needs first of all to serve as the framework for the different

relevant strategies or policies from different DGs.  It needs to define how

to make those go in the right direction and to ensure that assessment

mechanisms exist to evaluate the progress, also during the four-year

period (priorities, mix of instruments).  The strategy must thus be

dynamic and not static.

• It should contain a number of strategic economic, social and ecological

objectives  (i.e. not be confined to the environmental dimension); green-

ing procurement is a powerful example from the Belgian SDS.  It should

better integrate the international dimension (e.g. fair trade).
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2 Finland

Bottom-up approach as belief system, successful in environmental 
sustainability, strategic lines and linking the SD dimensions remain
rather weak
• Longest history as a frontrunner in SD policies; started with an environ-

mental focus and has broadened over time; success in the former is

reflected in top-ranking in the Environmental Sustainability Index (2002).

• Very strong bottom-up approach and SD as a learning process (society,

government and research).

• The link between indicators and objectives is deficient, and quantitative

objectives are only partly in place through sectoral programs: discus-

sions are currently ongoing to determine whether a new SDS should be

prepared (first strategy from 1998, evaluation in 2002/2003), inter alia in

order to improve this.

• SD council as a dialogue mechanism between government and stakehold-

ers; PM chairing is intended to provide a direct link to highest level.

• Broad stakeholder involvement, though conflicts are not addressed

explicitly; when preparing the SDS, stakeholders were asked to prepare

their own strategies, which mainly followed this request; around 80% of

the municipalities have started LA 21 processes.
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A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development

Predecessors of a SD strategy:

1990 Council of State (cabinet with President or PM chairing) report

“Sustainable Development and Finland” was presented to

Parliament

1993 Finnish National Commission on Sustainable Development

(FNCSD) established: a round-table of government and stake-

holders, chaired by PM

1995 National Action program prepared by the FNCSD (“Finnish

Action for Sustainable Development”)

1995 New Government

SD strategy

1996 On the basis of the government program, which includes the

intention to prepare a national SDS in order to implement the

Rio commitments, the MinE established a “strategy group”,

composed of civil servants from relevant Ministries

June 1998 Council of State adopts the SD strategy

2000 A first set of SD indicators (“Signs of sustainability”) were

prepared by a group of experts, government and stakeholders,

and (formally) adopted by the FNCSD

2002 Draft progress report SDS for the WSSD prepared by MinE;

update of the indicators

June 2003 Progress report “Evaluation of SD in Finland”

2004 Establishment of a National Committee on Sustainable

Consumption and Production to prepare a 10-year plan; it will

work in cooperation with the FNCSD

July 2004 Publication of a final revised set of indicators

Assessment:

Based on previous work on SD policies, a (new) government in 1995 included

in its government program the intention to prepare a SD strategy, which led

to the establishment of the inter-ministerial Working Group in 1996, made up

of almost all Ministries (around 20) that elaborated a proposal during an

intensive cooperation process over two years (35 meetings 1996 - 1998),

partly also with input from stakeholders1.  The Council of State adopted the

document proposed by that Working Group as “decision-in-principle”, which

means it adopted the strategic goals and lines of action.2 A decision of the

Finland -  Actors  and process
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1 Mainly via the Finnish SD council (most members of the Working Group were also members of the FNCSD

‘network secretariat’, cf. ch. A.3); at the same time stakeholder groups were asked to prepare their own SD

strategies (cf. ch. A.2.2).

2 This type of decision also means that it is binding for the government, but is not approved by Parliament

(cf. also ch. A.1.3.2).
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Council of State, which is chaired by the President or the PM, gave the SDS

more political weight.3

The decision to prepare a SDS was a result of previous steps/reports on SD

policies, which Finland started after the Rio conference, then with a focus on

ecological sustainability, covering mainly policies that were already ongoing.

It is hence, together with UK and Sweden, a frontrunner country in SD poli-

cies.  After 1995 it was aimed at becoming more ‘strategic’, broadening the

SD agenda and integrating all ‘three’ dimensions: This intention proved to be

difficult at that time and hence it is stated that the SDS “is designed to

promote ecological sustainability and economic, social and cultural precon-

ditions for achieving this end.”

More success for an overarching approach for SD was achieved by the expert

network that elaborated the set of SD indicators between 2000 and 2004,

which is in itself seen as an indication for the need to consider SD as an

intertwined learning process of government, societal groups and research.

The 2002/2003 progress report was a full evaluation of the government

program, and also identified gaps in policy fields, which became “new chal-

lenges”, for which new indicators were also developed.  This contributed to

the broadening of the SD agenda.

Overall, Finland has a very strongly emphasised cooperative approach both

within government (cf. ch. A.1.2) and regarding involvement of stakeholders

and other levels (cf. ch. A.1.4, 2, 3), the latter reflecting a bottom-up attitude

towards SD, which is both encouraged and dedicated.  In fact, many actors

do not consider the SD strategy as important, but place greater emphasis on

the commitment and actions of all parts of society.4

The SDS mainly seems to fall short in:

• setting quantitative targets, which is partly done in sectoral programs,

but not repeated in the SDS progress report: it is assumed that the

sectoral programs support the overall SD program, which also reflects an

emphasis on the self-commitment of all actors.  Only some of the sectoral

Ministries used their respective indicators (e.g. the Ministry of

Agriculture and Forestry); they were not directly used in the evaluation

report;

• linking objectives and indicators.

At the same time, Finland has developed some ambitious quantitative

targets within sectoral programs (not linked to the SDS, cf. ch. A.1.3.1

below). 

Conflicts between interests are addressed through continuous dialogue,

which is emphasised as the most important feature.  The conviction that in

Finland everybody “has understood what SD is” is may be rather

euphemistic.

The SD strategy is still mainly assessed as concentrating on ecological

F in land -  Actors  and process
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power between the government/cabinet and the President.
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sustainability, and the three ‘pillars’ as still being rather separate, which

might reveal a need to revise the lead responsibility and coordination mech-

anisms.  Progress in environmental integration is a clear focus (even called

“the national Cardiff process”).  It is currently deliberated whether Finland

needs a “new” SDS, i.e. a full revision of the 1998 SDS, which is intended to

improve the previously mentioned shortcomings regarding quantitative

targets, and the linking of objectives, targets and indicators.

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
From the very beginning, in Finland the Prime Minister has been responsible

for SD policies, together with other relevant Ministers.  The PM’s main

responsibility is reflected in chairing the Finnish National Commission on

Sustainable Development (FNCSD), which was established directly after the

Rio conference (1993) by the Minister of the Environment as a platform for

dialogue between the government and stakeholder groups, for promoting SD

in Finland and to act as an advisory body (cf. ch. A.3).

The FNCSD has six Ministers as members5 and high-level civil servants from

all other relevant Ministries. The Ministers are nominated by the parties in

the government.  Depending on the specific issue that is put on the agenda,

the meetings are attended by other relevant Ministers, which gives political

weight to SD policies.  The FNCSD is not a body for stakeholder dialogue

‘among each other’.

On the government side, inter-ministerial coordination and cooperation are

closely linked to the FNCSD, as the focal points of Ministries concerned and

other government organisations (around 30 individuals) form a “network

secretariat” for the FNCSD.6 It is informally led by the MinE, and a specific

“operational secretariat” responsible for preparatory work for the FNCSD and

the inter-ministerial network ‘secretariat’ is based there.  Within the PM’s

office there is also a “political advisor” responsible for SD, who cooperates

with the secretariat of the FNCSD in setting its agenda.

The structural situation regarding cooperation between Ministries is rather

favourable: the country has seen broad coalition governments, which typi-

cally require more consensus building.  Also the fact that the President

shares executive power with the government increases the need for agree-

ments.  The dialogue-negotiating style is also reflected in (originally infor-

mal) meetings of Ministers, leaders of the government parties and, where

appropriate, invited experts or stakeholders, which take place in preparation

for the government’s weekly cabinet meetings and are called “evening

school” (“iltakoulu”)7.  This iltakoulu also debated the proposed SDS, before

it was adopted by the Council of State.

In addition to the FNCSD, there are many sectoral or issue-specific Working

Groups which meet either on an ad-hoc or more permanent basis.  Besides
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5 Minister of the Environment as vice-chair; Minister of Foreign Affairs, Minister of Foreign Trade and

Development, Minister of Social Affairs and Health, Minister of Labor, and Minister of Agriculture and

Forestry.  Although considered as the most powerful Minister, the Minister of Finance was not nominated.

6 From each government body there are 1-2 persons, from some Ministries even more (MinE, Health and

Social Affairs, Trade and Commerce, Agriculture and Forestry).

7 Auffermann, 2003, p. 198/199.
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civil servants from relevant Ministries, most of these groups include stake-

holder members, which reflects Finland’s tradition of stakeholder involve-

ment.8 These groups are established by individual Ministries committed to

implementing the SDS (not all are), which is considered as important for

promoting ownership.  Since the end of 2002, the FNCSD itself no longer has

working groups or sub-committees. In 2004, though, the FNCSD established

a sub-committee on Education for Sustainable Development. The members of

the sub-committee have the same background as the commission members.

As already proposed in the government programme (2003), at the end of

2003 the MinE established a new National Committee on Sustainable

Production and Consumption, also composed of civil servants and non-

governmental members; it is meant to work closely with the FNCSD, and half

the members (government and NGO’s) are also members of the “network

secretariat” for the FNCSD. 

Assessment:

The Finnish approach of a combination of lead and main responsibility by the

PM, and a coordinating/driving-force role of the MinE is widely welcomed:

the former, because it provides for political weight and impetus to SD poli-

cies, and the latter is not seen as problematic.  However, a few Ministries

supposedly “dislike” the MinE (lead).  The coordination and cooperation

between the Ministries is largely assessed positively.  The Ministry of

Finance is considered to be the most powerful Ministry, and may veto SD

proposals from other Ministries, which has happened in many cases.  So far,

no approach for e.g. ‘greening the budget’ has taken place on the national

level, but several Finnish cities have committed themselves to greening

procurement (cf. ch. A.1.4).  Also, mention is made of the Ministry of Trade

and Industry as not yet being on track, and of the Ministry of Agriculture and

Forestry as having challenging tasks.  Some problems in cooperation

between Ministries supposedly derive from EU policies (e.g. Nitrates

Directive, CAP).

The following are mentioned as weaknesses of the “network secretariat”

mechanism:

• sometimes lack of continuity, when civil servants change posts or leave;

• not all Ministries are fully involved, and in several cases it is difficult to

get them committed: preparing the progress report for the WSSD created

new awareness and the importance of full participation of Ministries

received new impetus, which will be built upon in the future.

Nevertheless, this shortcoming is a bit surprising, given the long history

of cooperation between Ministries (as “network secretariat” and as

members of the FNCSD), and the PM’s leading position.

During the last three governments, environment and sustainable develop-

ment have been relatively high on the political agenda, and were in this way

included in all government programs.  These have been so-called rainbow

governments, with a coalition of parties from the political left and right, or
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from the centre and from the Greens.  Ministers are appointed on the basis

of the share of a party in the coalition.  It is stated that the MinE’s relative

strength has been stable.  The main responsibility of the PM for SD has been

in providing that all Ministries integrate environment and SD in their policies

(“at least in theory”).

It is difficult to assess the steering power of the PM: as in other countries,

the PM cannot intervene in the day-to-day decision-making of Ministries; the

PM’s power was increased in general terms with a constitutional reform in

20009; it remains to be seen how effective this will be in terms of involving

those Ministries that are not yet fully committed to the environmental inte-

gration/SD agenda.  So far it has been tackled with guidelines and programs

developed by the FNCSD or its sub-committees. The motion currently under

discussion of preparing a new SDS is regarded as an opportunity for new

discussion on themes, sectors and Ministries, where a more active approach

is needed.

1.3 Monitoring, reviewing and long-term perspective
The SDS 1998 does not have an official ‘term’, but it states that the Finnish

SD council shall prepare a review report as Finland’s contribution to the

WSSD, i.e. by 2002.  All Ministries during this process reported on achieve-

ments and shortcomings of their activities towards SD.  The final progress

report was published in 2003.  It evaluated progress made towards the

objectives of the 1998 strategy (though not necessarily with indicators), and

identified gaps in the priority fields (cf. ch. B).

The SD council was also asked to evaluate whether a full revision, i.e. a “new

SDS”, would be necessary; it responded in 2002/2003 negatively.

Meanwhile, though, given some international developments (like the

Millennium goals, the Monterrey conference results and the Doha negotia-

tion round) and shortcomings on targets and revision of priorities, the PM

asked the secretariat of the FNCSD to prepare a discussion paper on the

need for a new strategy, to be dealt with in Autumn 2004.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

The SDS is intended to provide guidelines and a reference framework for

other parties in promoting sustainable development.  In the light of this, it

has only qualitative, not quantitative targets.  The general attitude towards

targets so far has been reserved: they resemble a “grand plan”, which is

considered inappropriate for SD.10 Finland is committed to international

objectives (Agenda 21, Johannesburg Plan of Implementation), but at the

same time there are specific difficulties, in particular those relating to the

structure of Finnish industry (cf. ch. D.2): i.e. the country is only committed

to the targets that are felt to be feasible.  For a full revision of the SDS 2005,

consideration is being given to also discussing quantitative targets. 
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9 Auffermann, 2003, p. 204.

10 Just as in Sweden there is a well-known anecdote from Russian politics: the target was to produce 2.000

tons of nails, with the result that 2 nails each weighing 1 ton were manufactured.
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Finland has achieved a number of international targets in environmental policy:

• Sulphur (Oslo, 1994): reducing emissions by 80% from the 1980 level by

2000 (Finland´s emissions in 2002 were 87% lower than 1980);

• Volatile Organic Compounds (VOC, Geneva, 1991): there is a reduction

target of -30% by 1999 compared to the level of 1988 (Finland’s emis-

sions were 2002 33% lower than 1998). 

For renewable energy sources, Finland has an ambitious national target

(which exceeds the EU target): to increase production by 30% by 2010,

compared to the 2001 level.  A “vision target” is to increase production by 60

– 70% by 2025 compared to the 2004 level.

On the proposal of a network of experts, a set of 83 indicators was adopted

by the Finnish SD council in 2000, after discussion within the council and in

seminars with a very broad stakeholder participation.  During the 2002/2003

SDS evaluation, the indicators were revised by the “indicator network” and

new ones were developed for the newly emerging priority fields.  This indica-

tor network of Ministry officials, research institutes and the Statistics

Agency, led by the MinE, has since then further revised the set of indicators,

with the results having been published in July 2004, and subsequently

discussed in the SD council.  This new set was modified to comprise fewer

indicators (66), with more focus on the inter-linkages between the different

dimensions of SD.  They are grouped in eight themes that follow closely the

EEA’s GEAR approach11.

The process of developing indicators was partly intended to become a vehi-

cle for target- setting, which was largely unsuccessful.  For the SDS 1998,

they were not yet in place; for the sectoral strategies they were only partly

linked to the quantitative targets which they contain.  During the evaluation

phase 2002/2003, the sectoral Ministries were asked to use them for meas-

uring progress, but they only partly complied with this:  for several

Ministries, the use of indicators is not common, and not all are part of the

indicator network. 

Also for the overall progress report, the indicators were only partly linked to

the objectives.

The intention is to achieve coherent policy coherence by linking key objec-

tives and measures, though this does not really come within reach.  Also, the

importance of economic instruments and environmental impact assessment

is emphasised.

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament 

The link between government and Parliament seems to be relatively strong,

which is partly reflected in the above-mentioned ‘night school’, which more

or less informally prepares cabinet meetings and includes leaders of the

government parties.
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11 Intergenerational equity, human health and well-being, distributional equity, adapting to the future, global

responsibility, environmental pressure, preserving natural resources, eco-efficiency and community

structure.  The whole set of reclassified indicators can be found in English at:

www.ymparisto.fi/default.asp?node=15131&lan=en.
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The parliamentary standing committees all have members from all parties,

which may be a positive feature for the long-term orientation of policies.

SD-related standing committees are the Environment Committee and the

Committee for the Future, which, in cooperation with the Finnish SD council,

together organised a seminar when the national partnership program was

launched.  They discuss SD policies, but the SDS 1998 was not officially

discussed, because of its nature as a “decision-in-principle”, cf. ch. A.1.1).

The Plenary also discusses SD policies, for example, last time in 2004 the

national implications of the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation.

Regarding long-term goals, another stabilising factor is a predominantly

consensus-oriented style of politics12.  Also international goals and commit-

ments, such as the Millennium targets, are considered as stabilising the

long-term track, in case there is a national commitment for them.  This situa-

tion might also apply to EU targets.  Nevertheless, there is almost no

outstanding long-term (quantitative) objective in Finland, besides those

international ones it is committed to (cf. ch. A.1.3.1).

The SDS itself does not have a fixed term (e.g. four years, as in other coun-

tries), though the target year for a review or progress report was already set

in 1998 to be 2002.  During the evaluation in 2002/2003, the decision was

deliberately taken not to prepare a new strategy, as the strategic goals were

considered as still being valid.  This has meanwhile been reconsidered, and a

full revision may be conducted in 2005.

The difference in the terms of government (4 years) and the FNCSD (5 years)

is regarded as a mechanism, which provides for continuity.  The 5-year

mandate is intended to mirror the UN CSD.  If a government changes, and

hence the Ministers, the MinE asks all political parties to nominate their

Ministers to the FNCSD, which leads to changes in composition because of

certain sectors considered as important and other issues such as gender-

balance.  The terms of the work programmes for the FNCSD provide for conti-

nuity: e.g. the work programme 2003-2007 was prepared during the previous

government.  The mandate was hence already in place when the new govern-

ment came into power, which then modified the programme. 

The government that came in in 1995 and decided to prepare a SDS has since

then continued in similar coalitions, at least with the same Prime Minister.

This situation is considered as beneficial for the continuation of SD policies,

but not as crucial, because of the aforementioned effects.

1.3.3 Approach for SD strategies

The Finnish approach for SD is clearly process-oriented (“SD is a very

lengthy learning process”), and there is a very strong bottom-up attitude.

Ownership and activities of societal groups are considered as more impor-
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12 Though historically this was combined with a ‘government obeying’ – attitude, reflected in the originally

strong position of the President when the country became independent in 1917, which was meant to enable

the imposition of decisions ‘upon the people’.  At the same time stakeholders and interest groups also

have a long tradition, and new movements of civil society (nature, peace, women) have been strong: they

have been included in policy-making based on the prevailing consensus culture and partly the need for

broad societal consensus (mainly for foreign and security policy vis-à-vis the Soviet Union) (Auffermann,

2003, p. 215, 211/212).
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tant than targets, though some actors mention target-setting as a challenge

for the future, and also the government is currently considering whether a

full revision/new SDS is needed to bring about improvements in this respect.

With this so strongly bottom-up approach, it almost appears as if the strate-

gic lines are weak, and coherence is lacking.  There is the prevailing belief

that in Finland everybody has “understood what SD is”, but when question-

ing strategic directions or details, the picture becomes rather opaque and

contradictory.  It is also stated that the SD strategy is not perceived as a

‘living document’ (some actors have even not seen it) and as generally not

really important (which is again an indicator for the action-oriented

approach).

The new National Committee on Sustainable Production and Consumption

has now been asked to prepare a 10-year action plan for changing unsustain-

able consumption and production, which is meant to be more detailed and

focused than the SDS.

Overall, the recent developments and deliberations show that Finland is

starting to move slightly to the ‘planning’ side.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
The overall strong bottom-up approach and the underlying attitude that

commitment and actions from all parties and sections of society are of para-

mount importance in Finland results in a situation where there is no vertical

coordination as such.  The national SDS does not serve as a role model for

other SD strategies, as it is not considered important as a policy document,

but as mutual learning process (cf. ch. A.2.2).

In line with an overall strong bottom-up approach, Local Agenda 21 has

always been important in Finland.  Currently, around 80% of the municipali-

ties have started an LA 21 process.  Finland together with Denmark has also

promoted the development of LA 21 in the Baltic Sea region, and has initi-

ated the “Baltic Local Agenda 21 Forum (BLA21F)”, a network of local level

actors from several countries.  There was previously a sub-committee for

local sustainable development under the FNCSD, but this is no longer the

case, because the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities has

taken over responsibility for LA21 processes, encouraged by the MinE.13

The Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities in 1997 adopted a

SD strategy, i.e. even before the national strategy was endorsed.  It calls

upon municipalities to implement Local Agenda 21 processes, and offers to

support these processes by facilitating the exchange of information and

experience, providing training and cooperating in projects.14

The 5 (State) Provincial Offices are partly responsible for domains related to

SD (e.g. social and health care, education, consumer affairs and food), but

have not yet played an active role.  There are 13 Regional Environmental

Centres, under the jurisdiction of the MinE, which manage environmental

protection, nature conservation, land use planning and water resources in
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13 For example, it will organise a national seminar on Local sustainability “Who´s afraid of Sustainable

Development?” 13.12.2004.

14 AFLRA, 1997, p. 7-9.
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the regions, and which have tried to support the LA 21 processes.

Other players at regional level are 20 Regional Councils, which operate as

regional development and planning authorities (not part of the State admin-

istration), and 15 Employment and Economic Development Centres that

provide advisory services for business.  Neither has yet been involved in the

SD agenda.

2 Non-governmental actors
As already indicated above (ch. A.1.2, 1.3.2), self-organisation of society and

stakeholder groups has a more than 100 year long tradition in Finland, origi-

nally based in the rural areas, inter alia in local communities, the church,

farmers, classical non-governmental organisations for social matters (sports,

education), consumer cooperatives and trade unions after industrialisation

had started (relatively late).15 After the 2nd World War it has increasingly

seen ‘single-issue-movements’, with, for example, an important peace move-

ment, but also NGO’s for nature protection and women’s issues.  NGO’s have

developed a continuous influence on political decision-making, and it has

become more or less natural for the government to involve them, and it also

financially supports them.16

The approach of Agenda 21 will have fallen on fertile ground and caused the

early creation of the FNCSD (cf. ch. A.3 below).  Also, other commissions

established by government for certain issues typically include stakeholder

groups17, which may almost be called a tradition.18

With this background, and in combination with the bottom-up approach

taken for SD policies, the government in 1997, i.e. when preparing its own

national strategy, asked stakeholders to develop their own SD strategies,

which mainly happened and is regarded as successful.  This was also

promoted by and through the Finnish SD council.

Finland also started, already prior to the WSSD initiative, a national partner-

ship program for SD, in order to “engage new stakeholders and develop new

modes of action to promote SD in Finland”19.  This program currently

comprises 26 commitments made by different organisations (business enter-

prises, municipalities, NGO’s, government, research institutes), which coop-

erate in the fields of sustainable production and consumption, procurement,

energy savings and increased use of renewables, work safety in enterprises,

housing, land use planning and transport.  One example is that several

Finnish municipalities (and partly the government, i.e. the MinE at least)

have committed themselves to making their procurement policies more envi-

ronmentally friendly, and a national green procurement network has been

launched, following the example of the “Buy It Green” network run by ICLEI.
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15 Historically this goes partly back to the time of Russian rule (1809 – 1917), when there was some autonomy,

but no democratic representation.

16 Auffermann, 2003, p. 212.

17 The biggest Finnish environmental NGO, for example, (Finnish Association for Nature Conservation, 35.000

members) has 100 experts in governmental groups.

18 Some were mentioned during the survey phase, such as a new round table to prepare/advise on the

National Strategy for Globalisation (composed of the Ministry of Trade, Finance and stakeholders), initiated

by a trade union.

19 Ministry of Environment (no year), brochure.
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2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Finnish industry has taken up the SD concept relatively early, mainly driven by

an attitude of societal responsibility.  As early as 1995 the Industry Federation

issued a strategic policy called “Know-how partnership and eco-competitive-

ness”, which expressed its long-term vision.  A recent review among companies

revealed that environmental measures are predominantly not the trigger for

economic success, but without improving environmental performance there

would have been less profit.  Market forces in general are seen as driving envi-

ronmental measures, and individual countries aim at becoming or remaining

frontrunners in order to achieve a competitiveness advantage.

The concept of CSR is considered as implementing SD at company level, with

a focus on the social pillar, whereas SD in Finland used to have an emphasis

on environmental sustainability.  In 2001, an Ethical Forum was founded on

the initiative of academia, which also covers SD issues.

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
When preparing the 1998 SDS the inter-ministerial working group (cf. ch.

A.1.2) considered it as most helpful to ask stakeholders to develop their own

strategies, - in line with the underlying approach that creating ownership is

the most important feature for SD.  It was the FNCSD who asked the stake-

holders (1996) to prepare their own strategies and at the same time the

government started its own strategy process.  Most of them honoured this

request (the Farmers’ Union did not), and the stakeholders’ strategies were

elaborated in a dialogue with the government strategy process, partly via the

Finnish SD council.  Nevertheless, the results were all quite different in

nature, although stakeholder groups state that this dialogue process had an

influence on their practices.  The other way round the stakeholder strategies

apparently had less impact on the government strategy.

The two-year evaluation process of 2002/2003 saw a comprehensive consul-

tation of stakeholders via a sub-committee of the FNCSD (cf. ch. A.3.1), which

better met the demands than the preparation phase.

Preparing a national set of indicators 1998-2000 was also a “massive” partic-

ipatory process with the ‘network’ approach, led by the MinE (cf. ch. A.1.3.1

above).

Overall, because of the above-mentioned attitude to stakeholders, the

groups felt adequately involved, and no criticism is raised about the process.

With the bottom-up approach also reflected in the preparation of the SDS, it

remains unclear how the stakeholder SD strategies and the government SDS

are linked and/or have been mutually influential.  It is, however, stressed

that every stakeholder was committed to prepare his own strategy, and that

the two processes were “in dialogue”.  The 1998 SDS process seems to be

more government-centred than the 2002 evaluation.
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3 SD council (FNCSD)
The Finnish National Commission on Sustainable Development (FNCSD) was

set up in 1993 to promote cooperation between the government, the private

sector, interest groups and NGO’s, the scientific community, the education

system and the media.  In January 2003 the mandate was extended until the

end of the year 2007.

The FNCSD has been chaired from the beginning by the Prime Minister, which

is intended to give political weight, and has the Minister for Environment as

vice-chair.  Altogether it has 44 members: five other Ministers, as well as

representatives from all other Ministries20; 3 members of Parliament; non-

government members include 5 business organisations, 4 trade unions, 1

representative from the local authorities’ associations and 2 other

regional/indigenous representatives, 8 NGO’s (environment, development,

consumer, youth).  The number of non-governmental members was increased

in 2003.

As introduced above, the Finnish SD council is mainly a platform for dialogue

between government and non-government actors (a “discussion forum”), and

not a think-tank for stakeholder deliberation and dialogue ‘among each

other’.  However, the meetings are not considered as negotiations, but as an

open forum for meaningful dialogue.  This function as forum for “direct

dialogue” and the opportunity for stakeholders to present ideas to the

government is widely appreciated.  The council meetings provide a contact

point for all relevant actors in Finland, though discussion among stakehold-

ers supposedly takes place in other fora.  It is also stated that this largely

applies to the classical stakeholder groups (industry and employers, trade

unions, farmers), whereas environmental NGO’s, for example, are relatively

young and face some barriers regarding these traditional lines.  From the

viewpoint of ‘classical’ stakeholders, it was mentioned that the FNCSD is

interesting for them, because of the direct link to the Prime Minister (even if

they have heard about policies through other links).

This government – non-government dialogue function of the FNCSD is also

reflected in the work style: It meets four times per year and the meeting

lasts approximately two hours, whereas other SD councils meet more often

and for longer, and dialogue with the government takes place in addition to

the council’s work.  Other SD councils, though, do not necessarily have eight

hours per year direct dialogue with the Prime Minister him/herself.

The FNCSD does not issue recommendations or advice, and it acts neither on

its own initiative nor at request of the government: this is simply incorpo-

rated.

The new National Committee on Sustainable Production and Consumption

was deliberately set up separately from the FNCSD, because as a sub-

committee of the FNCSD it would have lacked political weight.  The main

aspect reveals the difference between the functions: the FNCSD could not

take the preparation of an action plan for sustainable production and

consumption on board, as it is not a “planning/programming” body.  It is

now anticipated that there should be close cooperation between these two
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bodies, which is already reflected in overlapping membership (half of its

members are also members of the FNCSD).

3.1 Role and functions of the SD council
Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

The FNCSD did not give joint input to the “government program for SDS” in

1998 (the SD strategy), but individual organisations did via the dialogue

process and by developing their own strategies.  Most of the members of the

inter-ministerial SDS group were also members of the FNCSD network secre-

tariat.  For the evaluation process of 2002/2003 it established a sub-commit-

tee for SD strategies, which had members from the relevant Ministries and

those stakeholder groups that had developed their own SD strategies.  The

council also organised expert seminars in which the council members partici-

pated.  The expert network for indicators was also involved.  The FNCSD

approved the work plan proposed in the progress report (cf. ch. B).  In fact, it

is the SD ‘council’ that publishes key documents on SD; it does not give

‘advice’.

General functions, - views are shared by the council and government:

° discussion forum between government and non-governmental actors:

government hearing new ideas, and stakeholders being informed early

about policies;

° a place for trying to find new partners and strengthen their commitment

(e.g. LA 21 is important; new initiative: “national partnerships”); 

° having a dialogue process is important; consensus building is not an

explicit aim: agreements are mainly on what issues should be put on the

agenda (and not on policy lines);

° stakeholder members take the results of discussion into their organisa-

tions, who then desirably take action;

° opinion building within government and stakeholders groups;

° promote SD within government, at local and regional level, and in society.

Functions of other SD councils (the independent think-tank type) do not

apply.  Agenda setting takes place to rather limited extent (e.g. sustainable

consumption and production); as the council is not meant to be an independ-

ent body, raising awareness for certain issues might evolve in dialogue

between the secretariat and stakeholder, and might be put on the agenda by

the secretariat.  Conflicting issues – both among stakeholders and between

stakeholders and government – are not explicitly tackled.

Stakeholder members of the council nevertheless are very satisfied with the

council, the fact that they are members has changed the thinking and prac-

tice in their respective organisations; getting first hand information and

having the chance to address the (Prime) Minister(s) directly is seen as very

valuable.
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3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Council members operate on equal footing:

This aspect does not apply because of the polar situation of government –

non-government.  As the SD council itself does not aim at getting agree-

ments among stakeholders, the aspect of ‘double-hat’ of council members

also does not play a role: the council ‘members’ just represent their organi-

sation’s view in the council meetings.

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

There is no separate, institutionalised socio-economic partnership.  As

mentioned above, the classical stakeholders groups (industry and employ-

ers, trade unions, farmers) are considered as having better lines into govern-

ment than ‘younger’ NGO’s.  For the SD ‘council’ it is not an issue, as it is a

platform for – almost bilateral – dialogue between individual NGO’s (‘old’ and

‘new’) and the government.

Relation to government departments:

As the SD council itself is the platform for dialogue with government, this

issue does not play a role.  It is stated that the council softens the Finnish

governing style somewhat, which is traditionally very formal.21 The potential

of other councils to approach government (departments) with challenging

agreements among stakeholders cannot be brought to bear in this setting.

3.3 Achievements of the council
1 Government’s view

• Providing for continuity: SD has stayed on the political agenda for a

long time, over 3 different governments;

• getting ideas and input from stakeholders;

• finding new partnerships and strengthening the commitment of stake-

holders.

2 SDC’s view

• keeping SD on the agenda and providing for continuity (each new

government did discuss the usefulness of the council, and each time

it was re-established);

• promoting SD in the society, and supporting new initiatives (e.g. the

national partnership program); 

• being able to take up difficult political issues and especially long-

term SD themes (e.g. long–term objectives for climate policy, ecologi-

cal tax-reform).

During the evaluation of the SD strategy in 2002/2003 there was some

reflection on the FNCSD, and it was mainly asked to strengthen the secre-

tariat, and to concentrate on sustainable production and consumption, which

was then approached with the establishment of a new commission.  Some

(minor) changes in working style and composition were undertaken: one
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decision was to follow the example of the UN CSD and concentrate on one

topic per council meeting.  There are currently no working groups within the

council; former groups existed for local policies, consumption and trade,

education, the latter sub-committee was recently re-established with the

special responsibility for the UN Decade on Education for SD.  The outcomes

of the working groups typically consist of engaging new actors to work for

SD.

No explicit challenges for the SD council were mentioned.

Success factors of a SD council

As the Finnish model for a SD council differs considerably from SD councils

in other countries, also the success factors are different, with the main over-

lap to many countries, that the lead of the PM (here: the chairmanship) is

considered to be a very important signal that SD is high on the political

agenda.  The council itself hence provides the link into government, which is

mentioned in other countries as important.  Other factors that are related to

the think-tank functions of other SD councils do not apply in the Finnish

case.
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B Themes and scope

Finland emphasised ecological sustainability in the earlier years (reports

1990 and 1995), and also the 1998 SD strategy “is designed to promote

ecological sustainability and the economic and social and cultural precondi-

tions for achieving this end”.  It defines the strategic objectives and lines of

action for key priority fields:

• Finland’s role in international co-operation,

• Products, production and consumption,

• Energy economy,

• Regional structure, urban structure and transport,

• Rural areas and use of renewable resources,

• Research and education.

The progress report 2002/2003 included a revision of the priority areas,

based on increased understanding of SD, identified gaps and finally

proposed to cover the three dimensions of SD with the following priority

areas:

1 Employment, Production, Competitiveness,

2 Environmental Pollution – conservation and use of natural resources,

3 Regional and community structure – transport and mobility,

4 Health and security – full citizenship,

5 Joint responsibility and corporate social responsibility,

6 Innovation and education.

Qualitative objectives are grouped around the three dimensions and include:

Social objectives

• Promote active work and gender equality, and fight contagious diseases,

especially HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis;

• Prevent health problems due to lifestyle choices (drugs, smoking,

unhealthy eating habits, mental health problems and limited mobility);

• Increase the number of active years citizens live;

• Extensive social security for all citizens;

• Prevention of poverty, social exclusion, and vulnerability. Avoid crime and

feelings of insecurity;

• Better guarantee the rights of women, children, and indigenous people;

• Continuously reform values and attitudes to create a good basis for a

balanced sustainable development (which refers to an overall discussion

about balancing the three ‘pillars’, cf. below).

Economic Objectives

• Revise taxation and public spending (use of eco-taxes is increased, but

ecological tax-reform is still to come);

• Safeguard high employment;

• Encourage business and industry to integrate social and ecological

considerations in cooperation with various stakeholders;
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• More competitive regional developments and strengthening of ‘know-

how’ to be transferred to developing countries;

• Increase eco-efficiency (e.g. through life cycle assessments, monitoring

of materials flow);

• Increase curricula of institutions to consider social and economic dimen-

sions of sustainable development;

• Greater citizen commitment and encouragement of cooperation and

dialogue between administrative sectors (which is meant to be seen in

the light of changing consumption patterns).

Environmental Objectives

Finland is well established among the leading countries as far as the devel-

opment of economic instruments for environmental protection is concerned.

Sectoral objectives include:

Transport & Communications:

• Capacity to prevent oil spills should also be improved and a traffic guid-

ance system set up in the Gulf of Finland.  In cooperation with the

European Union and the CEMT (European Conference of Ministers of

Transport), environmental activities in Russia should be enhanced;

• Internalise the costs of communication and transport into fees for public

services;

• Full utilisation of electronic services to curb unnecessary transports.

Water:

Full implementation of the National Water Protection Programme by 2005 so

that phosphorous and nitrogen discharges are reduced by 50% between the

years 1994 and 2005 (NB: this is a repetition of a sectoral program).

Agriculture:

• Curb the use of fertilisers and chemical pesticides;

• Large scale change-over to organic production and introduction of biolog-

ical pest control.

Forestry:

• Efficient protection of forests and further sustainable forestry develop-

ment supported through co-operation;

• Urgent need to step up international measures to combat illegal trade in

timber and illegal logging.

In addition to these objectives, a set of indicators was subsequently devel-

oped (cf. ch. A.1.3.1), grouped by the following sub-themes, with each having

3-4 indicators:

• 6 environmental (climate change, ozone layer depletion, acidification,

eutrophication, biodiversity, toxic contamination): 21 indicators; 

• 5 economic (economic development, environmental policy instruments,

natural resources, community structure and transport, demographic

developments): 29 indicators,

• 9 socio-cultural (lifestyle and illness, the workforce, social problems and
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equity issues, education research and participation, access to informa-

tion, cultural heritage, ethnic minorities, development co-operation and

production and consumption): 33 indicators.

51 of these 83 indicators are also used by other countries.  A revised set of

66 was published in July 2004, now grouped in eight thematic categories (cf.

ch. A.1.3.1).

Other priority fields are reflected in the work plan of the FNCSD for 2003 –

2007, which was proposed in the progress report:

• trade, development and poverty (October 2003),

• long-term goals of climate change policy (January 2004),

• sustainable transport and mobility (March 2004),

• corporate social responsibility and sustainable consumption (May 2004),

• a sustainable economy (Autumn 2004),

• regional cooperation around the Baltic Sea, the Northern dimension and

Arctic cooperation (Autumn 2004),

• biodiversity (Spring 2005),

• sustainable regional development (Autumn 2005),

• assessment of impacts on human welfare (Spring 2006).

Overall it is stated that though the (three) dimensions have not yet been

successfully integrated, and hence the SDS is still quite strong on environ-

mental integration, the underlying paradigm of the Nordic Welfare State,

with universal security systems which aim to guarantee that each citizen has

the basic preconditions to actively participate in social and political deci-

sion-making and planning etc., is a basic political approach to SD, and

explains the objectives in the social dimension.

There is apparently also an ongoing debate about balancing the three dimen-

sions, in which the environmental dimension is often considered as too

strong, but if and when SD is taken seriously such debates are considered as

natural.
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C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of EU-SDS
Finland’s early commitment to SD policies was triggered by the Rio confer-

ence, which led as first action to the establishment of the SD council.  The

EU SDS was only endorsed much later than the Finnish SD strategy, but was

also not considered in the evaluation report 2002/2003.

Finland plays a very active role in the three multi-national SD strategies: the

Baltic, Nordic and Arctic22, and these strategies are coordinated with

national policies.  After its accession to the EU Finland also initiated the

“Northern Dimension”, which seeks to address the external and cross-

boarder policies of the EU and the (then) non-EU member states.  After

accession of the CEE countries (Baltic States and Poland) the main external

partners are Russia, Norway and Iceland, and the USA and Canada are

observers.  The main focus of the Northern dimension is on promoting the

relationship between the EU and North-West Russia.  The first Northern

Dimension Action Plan was approved in 2000, and the second for the period

of 2004-2006.  The main goals are to reduce polluting emissions, to develop

environmental legislation and administration, to promote environmental

integration and economic co-operation, with maritime safety as a particular

focus.  Co-operation within the framework of this Action Plan is carried out

between the EU Commission, the EU member states, the non-EU partners,

observer countries and several regional organisations (e.g. the Nordic and

Baltic Councils of Ministers), international financial institutions and NGO’s.

There is no direct relation between the regional SD strategies and the ND

Action Plan, because the actors and their interests vary from process to

process.  Those countries participating in all processes, which includes

Finland and Sweden, have tried to seek coherence in the four

strategies/plans and their implementation.

Finland’s self-perception as successful frontrunner in environmental and SD

policies causes a certain lack of attention towards the EU SDS: it should

rather be the other way round - the EU could learn from Finland.  The general

assessment is that having an EU SDS is very important for an enlarged

Europe since the EU SDS will be ambitious for the new member states (i.e.

not for Finland because of its frontrunner position, although some problems

of course exist, cf. below).  Environmental legislation is taken seriously, and

Finland is an active player in this field.  This might partly go back to the then

astonishing experience that the country had to do some homework on envi-

ronmental policy for EU accession, which it had not expected at all.

The generally somewhat reserved attitude towards Europe is similar to that

in other Scandinavian countries, and is reflected in the relatively late acces-
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sion (1995).  The subsidiarity principle is emphasised, and the EU is asked to

restrict itself to benchmarking.  The Union is considered to have an impor-

tant role in “strengthening the shoulders of a small country”, with particular

respect to security policies, which for Finland are vital in view of the coun-

try’s relationship with Russia, and it asks the EU to help in negotiations with

Russia.  The economic benefits are also appreciated.

As observed in almost all other countries, it is also stated in Finland, that

“EU lives its own life, also within its administration” and hence is far away.

The Lisbon process does not play a role as such, as Finland is one of the very

few countries to take significant measures towards the Lisbon objectives,

within its own capabilities, and was assessed as being on track at the Spring

Summit 200423.  Also this position contributes to the attitude that Finland

has done its share, and now the others should follow.24

For a possible full revision of the SDS it is planned to put both the EU SDS

and the WSSD outcomes on the agenda.  Also, the forthcoming Finnish EU

Presidency (second term 2006) is already causing greater attention, and

deliberations on priority setting have started.

2 SD council (FNCSD): European and international 
dimension

Besides promoting SD in Finland the FNCSD has the task of preparing

Finland’s positions and national reports to the UN Commission on

Sustainable Development (CSD) and coordinating other international cooper-

ation in the field of sustainable development, in particular the Agenda 21

commitments.  This is done through the ‘network secretariat’, and the SD

council itself has special meetings on international SD meetings.

The council’s non-government members were part of the government delega-

tion of the WSSD.  There was a special preparatory committee for the WSSD,

whose members were also members of the FNCSD or represented those

stakeholder organisations represented in the SD council.  The committee

organised special seminars before the WSSD on the relevant themes.

Regarding European policy some of its members are also members of a

Forum for EU affairs, in which government and stakeholders participate.  The

council considered the EU SDS during the process of it preparation, but did

not include it in deliberations of the national SDS.  The discussions were

rather informal and of an informative nature. 

It is currently planned to consider the consultation process of the EU SDS

review.

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
The PM’s office has a secretariat for EU affairs, which prepares the Spring

Summits in consultation with ministerial sub-committees, incl. the sub-

committee for environment and SD, all of which also include representatives

of the four governing parties.  The Forum for EU affairs is also consulted.

The Finnish position for each European Council of Ministers meeting has to
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be approved by the ‘grand committee’ of Parliament.  As the name suggests,

this is the largest standing committee of Parliament, which serves as a kind

of second chamber, and has taken EU affairs on board after the accession of

Finland in 1995.  It also has the EU SDS on the agenda, though not necessar-

ily explicitly when preparing the Spring Summits.

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

• biodiversity;

• environmental taxation: Finland’s environmental taxes are mostly related

to energy (e.g. electricity, including for industrial purposes) and it intro-

duced a CO2-tax already in 1990.  EU taxation is desired for reasons of

competitiveness;

• R&D: follow the good example of Finland, spend more (e.g. for biofuels),

instead of CAP;

• maritime safety for the Baltic Sea (particularly regarding transport of oil

and chemicals from Russia);

• further improvement of CAP;

• spend more on railways and sea-waterways (ice-breaking);

• climate change: the EU is responsible because of the liberalised energy

market, and only the EU is large enough to influence international

markets.

The overall importance of the Baltic region and the situation of being a

neighbouring country to Russia led to the request that HELCOM should

become binding and should include negotiations between the EU and Russia.

The ‘(EU) Northern Dimension Action Plan’ should further develop its SD

dimension and include all Northern European countries.  There should be a

focus on better coordination and streamlining with the regional SD strate-

gies (Nordic/Baltic/Arctic).  In general, the EU should take the Northern

Dimension more seriously. 

In the course of the preparation for the EU Presidency (2006) the FNCSD will

deliberate on EU policies important for SD.

Downstream impact - EU policies hampering national SD processes

Besides the discussion on the Kyoto protocol and the EU burden sharing

agreements (cf. ch. D.2), no particular policy was mentioned.  The free move-

ment of goods is considered as problematic because of increasing transport

volumes.

Overall assessment

The level of desired upstream actions is relatively low, and reflects the rather

reserved attitude towards the EU.  The attitude to targets set at EU level to

an extent reveals the tragedy of the frontrunner:  EU targets were only partly

appreciated, mostly considered as insignificant (when Finland was already

exceeding these targets), and sometimes they cause an outcry, namely when
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the country has difficulties meeting them.  Being used to ranking very high

makes it hard to imagine that targets cannot be met.  Then something must

be unfair.  There are also reservations about EU targets, because “targets

need to be developed bottom-up, not top-down” (cf. overall bottom-up

approach).

Finland has started to deliberate on the priorities for its EU Presidency

(second term 2006), which will be likely to include the country’s priorities of

eco-efficiency and material efficiency as well as sustainable production and

consumption.
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D Achievements and shortcomings in the national SD 

agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
Again in line with the bottom-up approach, most success stories are found at

the local level and are based on local initiatives (e.g. public procurement,

“near-food” programs in schools).

National success both in social and environmental policies is not attributed to

SD policies, and surely not to the SDS, but to earlier developments: policies

bringing about the Nordic welfare state, and societal awareness of environmen-

tal problems that had already started in the 1980’s: a lot of measures, e.g.

expensive investment in waste water treatment, was triggered by societal

demand.  Also, business realised that environmental measures are profitable.

Hence the SD strategy is rather an overarching document of ongoing policies,

and some new priorities (e.g. decoupling).

It is somehow a success of the SD agenda in itself that the topic has

‘survived’ over a very long time and is kept on the agenda; the ownership

approach has been very successful, too:  Even if the content at times seems

to fall short a bit, and conflicting issues seem not to be put on the table, SD

policies are a self-evident part of Finnish policies.

The structure of Finnish industry with its large share of the paper and pulp

and basic metals industry, is characterised as very energy and material

intensive.  It has, however, made much progress in terms of eco-efficiency, as

a result of environmental regulation, R&D programs and initiatives by the

industry branches themselves, which is altogether clearly a success.  The

overall problems of unsustainable trends in consumption and production are

since recently being tackled by a new national committee of government and

stakeholders.  Also, a further success is the high share in renewable energy

production, which is mainly based on biomass.  This technology, in which

Finland has a leading position, has made the pulp-industry self-sufficient for

energy.

Shortcomings:

So far a lack of target setting: if there are any quantitative targets, they are

set in sectoral strategies, and for this reason the overarching view is miss-

ing.  Consideration is being given to improving this with a revision of the

SDS.

2 Most difficult policy fields
Mostly mentioned are:

• Climate change / energy, partly transport,

• Planning and housing,

• Waste,

• Maintaining the Nordic welfare state with an ageing population.

The overall objective for decoupling was only taken up triggered by the

WSSD.   Industry has a good record in terms of eco-efficiency, but the total
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energy and natural resources consumption is increasing, which causes prob-

lems: i.e. consumption patterns become more unsustainable, but society

with respect to other countries tends to ask that others should now follow

Finland’s good example.

Overall, increasing eco-efficiency is a central objective (though somewhat

hidden in the priority fields, cf. ch. B), and climate change plays a key role in

this approach.  There is a ministerial steering group for climate change

policy, led by the Ministry for Trade and Industry.  The MinE nevertheless

leads the Finnish delegation in international climate change negotiations,

because of its responsibility for the Rio commitments – like the UN

Framework Convention on CC.  Both ministerial groups are basically

composed of officials from the same units, negotiating national positions.

The government will report to Parliament on its climate change policies by

the end of 2004.

Climate change/energy

Energy intensity was tackled in the past with environmental regulation.

Basic production is still material and energy intensive, but on average strong

progress has been made in eco-efficiency ; the paper and pulp industry is

mentioned as a particularly successful example.

However, the Kyoto targets and burden sharing agreements are the issues

currently most criticised in Finland by industry and trade unions. Industry

feels it is being treated “unfairly”, because it has already taken such exten-

sive measures, which now leads to the country having one of the highest

costs for further CO2-reduction measures, even if the burden sharing agree-

ment has only a 0% target for Finland.  Also, the reference year of 1990 is

criticised.25 Finnish industry is very energy intensive, and some sectors

cannot further cut CO2 emissions, because coal is used in the production

process not as an energy source (basic metals industry).  The service sector

industry fears that the EU is losing competitiveness compared to the USA.

The energy-producing sector is worried about criticism of other EU countries

for the use of peat, which is a non-renewable and also polluting energy

source.  But for rural economies in Finland this 6% use of peat is important.

Finland also voted against an EU target for the post-Kyoto period, because of

the opinion that it first needs to come into force with particularly Russia rati-

fying, others joining (USA and developing countries) and because of feared

competitiveness disadvantages.

Also in housing more measures for energy saving, and more energy efficient

installations (CHP is mentioned) need to be introduced; partly this is a prob-

lem of infrastructure (one gas pipeline is missing), and partly of invest-

ments: There is a program for energy savings and a national energy program,

both of which were renewed in 2001, in order to be compatible with the

national climate strategy from 2001.

The EU target for renewables is already exceeded by Finland, with the main

source being biomass (cf. above).
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In 2002 Parliament responded positively to an application by the government

to build one more nuclear power plant.  The share of nuclear power is 17% of

total energy consumption.

Transport 

Transport is also an increasing contributor to CO2-emissions, but is difficult

to tackle because of the geographical situation of being sparsely populated.

Interestingly, this argument is also used for in a way ‘excusing’ Finland: as it

will have one of the lowest car densities per km2, this “cannot be so harmful

when compared internationally”.  It is stated that the rail system needs to be

improved.

For the areas of waste and housing no particular reasons are given why they

are difficult fields.  They have been tackled with a national waste manage-

ment plan (recently updated), and a new strategy for planning and housing

with an overall goal for SD.

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Content: agree on (quantitative) targets, better link objectives, targets and

indicators.

Procedural: improve coherence of numerous strategies in place.

With the action-oriented attitude Finland does not emphasise improving the

strategy, but stresses the need for education at all levels, exchange of best

practice and strengthening the knowledge base.  It is, however, apparently

not considered important to define in a strategy, what sustainable means or

should mean, and which actions are best practice.

4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as follows26:

Strong background in environmental sustainability: ranking top of

the Environmental Sustainability Index (2002);

PM chairing the SD council gives political weight; continuity has

been achieved;

/( ) Strong bottom-up approach: broad stakeholder commitment;

though conflicts are not explicitly addressed; most success stories

are found at the local level;

/ Good cooperation of government departments; but getting all

departments concerned committed remains a challenge;

/ Links and coherence of all strategies and programmes in place

seem deficient;

( )/ Set of indicators in place, though no clear link to objectives of the

SD strategy, which also lacks quantitative targets (envisioned now

for 2005).
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( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge
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E Recommendations for the EU SDS review

Government

• Make the EU SDS and the Lisbon strategy coherent (architecture);

• Ensure that the relation of the EU SDS to the regional strategies (Nordic,

Arctic, Baltic) is coherent;

• The Cardiff process has been at a standstill for a while: it should be revi-

talised.

• The EU-SDS should also have sustainable consumption and production

patterns as a spearhead.

SDC/stakeholders

• EU SDS is remote from people: improve communication and clarify the

architecture of EU SDS and Lisbon process;

• strengthen the environmental dimension of the Lisbon strategy.

As Finland itself has the aim of becoming an eco-efficient economy, it would

welcome including this in the Lisbon goals, as well as “changing the unsus-

tainable consumption and production patterns”.
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3 Germany

Commitment of the PM (chancellor), well functioning SD council 
succeeds in awareness raising, comprehensive SDS with objectives and
targets
• Commitment for preparing a SDS with a new government in 1998 with the

lead responsibility in the chancellery (PM office); establishment of a

‘green cabinet’ and a SD council in 2000.

• SDS is comprehensive with partly quantitative objectives and timetables,

including some prominent ones, and 21 headline indicators; SD is

supported as leitmotif for the 21st century: the link to the overall govern-

ment policy (“Agenda 2010”) needs to be improved.

• Reactive attitude towards European policies, which tend to play a role

only in the legal sphere; the EU SDS was hardly considered; the SDC and

some NGOs are trying to improve this; new developments recently.

• Though no real tradition in stakeholder consultation, it has started to be

taken seriously; consultation is done in a regular procedure.

• Vertical links have not been the focus yet, and hence are still poor;

bottom-up initiatives take place (some Laender, and rather many LA 21

processes).

• The SD council receives a lot of credit.
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A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
Previous phase

1993 Post-Rio: Establishment of the ‘Scientific council for global

change (WBGU)’

1996 Steps towards a sustainable development (“Schritte zu einer

nachhaltigen Entwicklung”: Policy paper by the Federal

Ministry for Environment)

1997 Report of the Federal Environment Agency (UBA): “Sustainable

Germany – towards an environmentally sound development”

1998 Final Report of the Enquete-Commission “Protection of man

and the environment”: Concept for sustainability: from model

to implementation

Oct. 1998 New government 

Current phase

Oct. 1998 Coalition agreement: decision to elaborate a SD strategy by

mid 2002, which should include objectives

July 2000 Cabinet decision to elaborate the SD strategy, to establish a

‘green cabinet’ and a SD council

April 2001 Establishment of the SD council (RNE)

Oct. 2001 Government consultation paper for a SDS: Internet consulta-

tion

Jan. 2002 Consultation of the draft SDS

April 2002 Cabinet approves the SDS “Perspectives for Germany: Our

strategy for sustainable development”

March 2004 Establishment of a Parliamentary Commission for SD

Jan. 2004 Government installs a “dialogue”-website (www.dialog-nach-

haltigkeit.de).  Government consultation paper for the

progress report on SD policies, to be finalised in autumn 2004:

first consultation phase Jan/Febr.

April 2004 First draft progress report

April-June 04 Consultation on progress report

Nov. 2004 Adoption of the progress report by the cabinet and publication

Assessment:

Germany has been one of the frontrunners in environmental protection poli-

cies since – or during - the 1970s.1 Some efforts for environmental integra-

tion, including institutional experiments, also took place during the 1970s,

but were not further followed by the subsequent governments.

1 In institutional terms this was reflected e.g. in the early establishment of an environmental advisory council

(SRU), as did Sweden and UK.  A separate Environment Ministry though was only installed in 1986 (in light of

the nuclear accident of Tschernobyl, hence responsibility for nuclear safety was allocated to this Ministry).



The concept of sustainable development was dealt with relatively late: The

Rio conference only led to the establishment of the Scientific advisory coun-

cil for global change (WBGU); particularly the work of two Enquete-commis-

sions installed by Parliament triggered a new round of thinking, and led to a

Parliament decision in 1998 that asked the government to elaborate a SD

strategy and to establish a SD council.  It could be of relevance for the long-

term perspective that this decision was taken by the then majority of

Christian-democrats and Liberals.  In the same year a new government came

in, with the Green Party for the first time in a federal coalition government

(with the Social-democratic Party), transposed this decision into its coalition

agreement, adding that the SD strategy should have concrete objectives and

be prepared by 2002.2 Only two years later, in 2000, the government

decided on an institutional framework with 

a a State Secretary Committee for Sustainable Development (‘green cabi-

net’), with the PM office (chancellery) chairing, and 

b a SD council as advisor to the government for sustainable development

policies, and for preparing contributions to the SD strategy.

It took a while until the council was established, and more than one year

until the government presented its first consultation paper for the SDS.  The

consultation itself and the time left for revising and finalization was hence

relatively short.  The SDS 2002 – 2006 was endorsed by the government on

the eve of the next election (October 2002).  What would have happened

with a new government can only be speculated (cf. ch. A.1.3.2).

The SDS 2002 – 2006 is mainly assessed as a positive achievement, with

some criticism on targets not being ambitious enough (but positive: that

there are targets at all), some policies staying too vague, some objectives

and indicators such as GDP being not related to sustainability and overall

that measures are not explicit enough or are missing.  Overall there is not

much discussion on the deficiencies of the SDS, as the current reporting

phase is rather perceived as a reviewing phase, in which improvements are

aimed at.  

It is regretted that Germany had not already put SD on the agenda for its EU

Presidency in 1999.  This was for basically the same reason as the delay

before starting to work on the SDS (almost three years): domestic problems

were considered as too urgent.

Overall the work on the SDS, including its implementation and monitoring of

progress, despite some delay, has been taken seriously during the last three

years in Germany.  Particularly the lead responsibility of the chancellery has

been a key success factor (cf. next ch. 1.2), and the SD council contributed

significantly to progress and visibility (cf. ch. A.3).  But it is said that govern-

ment and the chancellor could increase this by putting other overarching

political programs (particularly the so-called “Agenda 2010”) in the context

of SD.  Progress in sectoral policy fields, which only partly go back to the

SDS itself, will remain an ongoing challenge.

The establishment of a new Committee for SD in Parliament as an overarch-
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ing mechanism seems useful in principle.3 It remains to be seen how it will

manage to increase the cross-sectoral dimension of the standing committees

and raise awareness of the issue among MPs, and whether it will become a

driving-force and possibly improve the long-term perspective.

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
The cabinet decision of 2000 included that the chancellery chairs the State

Secretary Committee for Sustainable Development (‘green cabinet’), and is

overall responsible for the SDS, by coordinating and steering.  Initiators for

this approach were two MPs from the two coalition parties, supported by the

former ‘State Minister’ in the chancellery4, who regarded SD as being also a

field for personal engagement.

The governmental/administrative structure in Germany is not favourable for

comprehensive approaches, as the Ministers have a relatively strong position

with leading their Ministry independently and in own responsibility.5

However, this independence is embedded in the overall so-called ‘guidance

competence’ of the chancellor, which has to be respected.  The chancellor

himself hence has a strong position, which is balanced by the independence

of the Ministers (up to certain limits), and the practice of collective cabinet

decisions.  Overall, policy-making in Germany is more characterised by

conflicts between Ministries, which is also fed by the traditional coalition

governments with Ministers from different political parties.

These factors led to the decision to give the overall lead for the SD-process to

the chancellery; this also means that the SDS falls under the ‘guidance compe-

tence’ of the chancellor, which e.g. comprises decisions on priorities and

objectives.  This mechanism is – now ex-post - considered as a key success

factor for the SDS.  It prevented classical conflicts between Ministries, eventu-

ally leading to stalemate, and provided that quantitative objectives have been

maintained: there were attempts by some Ministers to give up certain targets

for the sake of individual success.  The chancellery has not only a coordination

role, but is also steering the process and by this giving input and impulses to

the relevant Ministries.  For instance, in elaborating the SDS the individual

Ministries drafted parts, which were reviewed by the chancellery in light of a

comprehensive approach (and e.g. input by the SD council), given back for re-

draft, and all contributions put together as the final SDS by the chancellery.

Political leadership for the SDS falls under the ‘guidance competence’ of the

chancellery, and its administrative implementation takes place in a link

between the chancellery and the respective Ministries responsible for the

specific issues.  In 2004 the German Federal Parliament (Bundestag)

responded to this political scheme by establishing a Committee for SD in the
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(besides Sweden with its comitology system in general, and the UK with an environmental audit committee

that also deals with SD.  Ireland used to have a Committee for SD, but this was “re-sectoralized” following

the lead responsibility of MinE for SD).

4 The position of “State Minister” is at the Minister level, but without a Ministry.  The State Minister in the

chancellery has a special assistance and leadership function.

5 This constitutional provision is meant to prevent a chancellor from being able to govern a Ministry side-

lining the Minister (Ismayr, 2003, p.459).
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Parliament (cf. also ch. A.1.3.2): Policy issues prepared by a Ministry are

typically dealt with in the respective standing committee of the Parliament

but there used to be no parliamentary framework to respond to political

initiatives taken by the green cabinet.  Members of Parliament found them-

selves discussing elements of SD policies in the standing committees, but

they perceived themselves to be cut out of the political debate on the policy

frame of SD.  In the upcoming debates on the SD Strategy and on SD issues

the Parliamentary Committee will have to develop the status of relations to

the Standing Committees and to the Federal Government. 

A substantive reason for the overall lead of the chancellery in the SD-process

was the intention not to deal with SD as environment policy ‘in another

garment’, which would have caused ‘critical reflexes’ in other departments.

The MinE at the same time welcomed the integrated approach; it saw that a

setting with all fields being equal has the potential that the originally

weaker ones gain, and evaluates ex-post that environment has profited from

the arrangement, not only through being considered in all matters.  It is also

stated that the MinE learned to approach themes from a different angle, too.

Independently of these aspects the MinE does retain an important function

as a pacemaker for the wider SD policies.

The ‘green cabinet’ comprises nine State Secretaries6 from the Ministries of

Economic Affairs and Labour, Social Affairs and Health, Environment,

Consumer Protection and Agriculture, Transport, Development Aid, Foreign

Affairs, Education and Research, and Finance.  Supposedly, at least in the

beginning, some Ministries cooperated only because they would otherwise

have lost influence.  The chancellery also serves as secretariat for this State

Secretary Committee, whose meetings are prepared by a working group of

strategy sub-Directors of the Ministries involved.  This working group is also

assessed as having very positive effects for mutual understanding.  As a

second tier challenge regarding integration it is realised that insights of this

working group also need to be communicated further into the individual

Ministries (i.e. to the “specialists”).

For the individual priority fields of the strategy, the concerned Ministry has

the lead responsibility for implementation. Thus, the Ministries for

Environment, Economy, Social Affairs, Housing, Transport, Agriculture and

Consumer Protection, Finance, Foreign Affairs, Development Aid etc. have

different tasks but a joint responsibility.  This implies that they have to settle

diverging objectives and policies within the green cabinet, which, for obvious

reasons, is sometimes not at all easy, as SD policy is in general. 

Assessment:

The lead responsibility of the chancellery is overwhelmingly assessed posi-

tively.  As a success factor it is stated that personal commitment in the chan-

cellery is a prerequisite.  The typical arguments against such a mechanism

are denied:
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a environment gets weaker: the MinE states that it would have got less far

with many matters if it had had the lead;

b in the case of a change of government, with a less committed one coming

in, SD is more endangered than with a MinE lead: it is considered that it

doesn’t matter where the lead previously was located, if there is the

intention to down-grade the subject.

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
The SDS has a four-year term and the government approved that every two

years a progress report should be prepared, which monitors progress against

the objectives (and the indicators, which are mainly trend objectives).  A

revision of the indicators (and objectives) is planned for 2006.

In contrast to this intention, the consultation paper for the progress report

2004 represents a revision of the priority fields, whereas only the

progress/monitoring report (mid-term review) will contain a systematic

review of progress made by measuring the indicators.  A draft of this report

was published in April 2004 and was under public consultation until summer.

This approach is not entirely logical, as to a large extent an insight into

progress made in the ongoing priority fields provides the basis for a decision

about their future.  The approach in Germany may partly be interpreted as

mainly politically driven, i.e. new themes (maybe more attractive, because

new) are set without scrutinising the past.

The 2002 strategy contains seven priority fields, three of which are priori-

tised for the first two years (cf. ch. B: energy, food

quality/agriculture/health, mobility), plus one overarching one.  The consul-

tation paper 2004 selects two of the remaining four (i.e. drops the other

two), and adds two new ones, which can mainly be seen as underpinning

ones for energy policy.  The government argues that one of them (alternative

fuels) requires urgent action, because so far activities are scattered across

the Ministries and need to be brought together.  It is also stated that the

‘old’ themes will be continued, though only the mid-term review will reveal

the progress made so far and the planned measures for the future.

Altogether the approach for the priority fields is a bit opaque, and measuring

progress does not seem to be in the focus, or least not done in a systematic

order.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

The German SDS contains strategic, and mostly quantitative, objectives and

uses indicators.  Such an approach had been one of the key recommenda-

tions of the SD council, though disputed within government: The approach

had the connotation of dirigisme and socialist ‘planning economy’.7 Another

reservation derived from the fact that an existing, politically important,

objective (reducing the number of unemployed) had just failed.  Finally the

decision was made - with the convincing argument that it is a common

approach for business (and not: that it is a common approach for the EU and

international level).
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1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament

Germany has a preference for so-called “small” coalition government, i.e.

one of the larger parties (Social-democrats or Christian-democrats) has a

coalition with one of the smaller ones (typically the Liberals, since 1998 for

the first time the Greens); there has never been a minority government at the

federal level, and very rarely a “big” coalition (i.e. made up of the two large

parties).8 This situation is characterised as ‘competition democracy’ driven

by competing parties, which is not very beneficial for long-term strategies.

However, given an overall political stability which has developed by a rela-

tively stable party system9, and a relatively ‘rational’ political culture, it is

not easy to entirely dismantle policies of previous governments.

A particular problem for implementation derives from the federal system that

has a council of representatives of the Laender (the Bundesrat), which in

many cases (depending on the matter) has the right for approval of federal

law proposals: If the opposition has a majority in this chamber, as is

currently the case, the system is prone to stalemate.

All in all, long-term objectives are set, but whether they will be long-lasting

even in the case of a change of government remains to be seen; it may be

driven by previous success in moving towards them and/or - more likely -

their overall popularity.

The SDS has a four-year term, as is rather common also in other countries.  It

is not directly linked to a government term: It was endorsed in 2002 by an

outgoing government (which was then re-elected).  It is said that the revision

of the current strategy in 2006 will fall in a politically sensitive time, with an

election then due which will possibly be more delicate than was the situation

in 2002.  The monitoring report after two years is at least partly also used

for placing new themes for political reasons.  This could be particularly the

case in the 2006 report, but this remains the subject of speculation so far.

The Parliament is currently not (yet) seen as a possible support for the long-

term perspective that other countries are striving for (P, Hun) or consider as

normal (S).  Parliamentarians had been interested in becoming members of

the SD council, an attempt that was not welcomed because they in tendency

were seen as predominantly representing party politics, which was assessed

as potentially hampering the work and spirit of a council.  The SDS of 2002

was debated in Parliament, but without a formal vote.

In March 2004 the Parliament established a special “Committee for SD”, in

addition to the standing committees that are organised by sectors such as

the Ministries.  This attempt was partly based on previous work of the

Parliament regarding SD, which provided the ground for the kick-off of a SDS

in Germany; partly on realising that the Parliament with the current mecha-

nisms had difficulties in following up SD activities of the government (cf. ch.

A.1.2); and partly on several recommendations of the SD council, which was

not able to conduct effective dialogue with Parliament due to problems with

finding suitable partners.  The new Committee’s aim and purpose is to

improve the cross-sectoral and comprehensive approach to SD by giving
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recommendations to the standing committees, and being a watchdog for the

process of SD.  To this end it has the right to call plenary debates and to ask

standing committees for contributions.10 It works regularly and has so far

met seven times.  It remains to be seen how this Committee will be able to

improve the long-term dimension of SD.  It might be a promising aspect that

it was the previous majority in Parliament (now in opposition) that decided

to prepare a SDS and to establish the SD council.

1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy

In first drafts of the government towards a SDS the SD council had noticed

an approach pointing in the wrong direction: a state-/government-centred,

national and rather rigid ‘planning’ attitude, all of which in a way resembles

German stereotypes.  Key recommendations hence were to look more at soci-

etal ownership and the international dimension including the EU11, and to

work with (quantitative) objectives, indicators and timetables.  All three

aspects succeeded, and overall probably the ‘learning’ has started that SD is

a learning process.  Considering the priority fields of the consultation paper

for the progress report, there seems to be the danger of a fall-back into

small pieces, instead of maintaining the bigger picture and breaking it down.

The indicators are presented in summaries of the SDS, but the existing quan-

titative objectives are not, and they are also not easy to find in the full text.12

Also, far-reaching objectives like a 50% share of renewables in total energy

consumption by 2050 are expressed without figures13.  On the one hand this

seems appropriate regarding the long-term perspective in terms of flexibility

and accountability (“… permits the projection of guideline figures for the

period from 2010 to 2050”).  On the other hand both aspects reflect some

remaining reservation regarding the use of objectives and timetables.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
Germany has a federal system, determined in the constitution, with 16 so-

called Laender.  The majority of them also have a sub-regional administrative

level.  For the preparation of the SDS the Laender were involved during the

consultation procedure: their Prime Ministers’ offices were pro-actively

asked for input.  Only a few responded, but in some cases even the entire

Laender-cabinet dealt with the federal draft SDS.  In the same way the key

associations of local authorities were asked for statements.  There were no

negative reactions and those Laender who had already been committed to

SD policies/strategy considered the national SDS.  However, the strategy

hand has not triggered any new Land into becoming active, and also does

not call upon the Laender to prepare their own SDSs.

The federal level considers the involvement of the regional and local level as

important, which was e.g. also one reason to appoint two mayors to the SD
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council, though so far it has not been the focus and/or been encouraged.

One explanation in the preparation phase might have been the short time

frame.  Another could be that the relationship is currently not fully relaxed

for two reasons: the opposition parties lead the majority of the Laender, and

there is an ongoing debate about the reform of the federal system (with a

special commission working on that)14.

The federal government communicates that SD has to take place on all

levels, and regards its role as agenda setter also for themes for which it is

not competent, e.g. land use for construction.  The (national) SDS does not

contain any measures that interfere with Laender competence, and is hence

in a narrow (‘legal’) point of view a federal strategy.  For moving ahead with

such themes the government e.g. asked the SD council to organise a societal

dialogue for land use with all levels and relevant actors.  In such cases it is

natural that conflicts may occur.

A more regular approach would be to put the SDS on the agenda of the

permanent “conferences of the federal and Laender Ministers”, which exist

for each sector.  So far the one for environment in 2002 established a work-

ing group for SD, which exchanges information on federal and Laender SD

policies and strategies and gave input to the federal SDS review.

LA 21 processes in Germany started only slowly in the mid-1990s, with

currently around 2.500 local authorities, i.e. around 17%, having at least

initiated a LA 21-process.  Overall the processes are assessed as facing the

danger of losing steam when moving more towards implementation after the

phases of strategy development.  Besides internal improvements to be made

it is stressed that better links between the local, regional, national and

European level are required, and that the relevance of SD on the national

level must grow, to keep the local activities “sustainable”.  A national

campaign such as in Sweden would be desirable, and the federal government

should better communicate its SDS, in which the municipalities should be

asked to ‘act locally’.  And there is criticism that the chancellor does not link

the overall policy program “Agenda 2010” (a title which already causes

confusion) with the concept and strategy for SD.15 The SD council had

proposed to send a copy of the SDS to all 17.000 mayors, but the idea was

not taken up by the government.

In 2001 the federal government did though install, on a project basis, a

“Servicepoint LA21”, as a support mechanism.  Also most of the Laender

support the exchange of experience and knowledge transfer.

2 Non-governmental actors
Germany has seen quite drastic changes with moving from a traditionally

state-/authority-centred and hierarchical political culture to a participatory

orientation since the 1960s.  Particularly the subsequent 1970s and early 80s

saw the evolution of civil society initiatives, particularly in the field of envi-
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ronment (with a strong anti-nuclear movement), peace and women’s libera-

tion.16 One result of this era was the foundation of the Green Party, and

even if the direct engagement of civil society has decreased since the 1980s

environmental NGOs e.g. are still strong and relevant.

The government(s) have responded rather slowly to demands for more

involvement of – then – ‘stakeholders’ (as distinct from originally rather

small and loose initiatives); and consultation requirements e.g. in planning

and permitting procedures exist by law, but are in practice often not more

than a mere exercise.  On the policy making level though during the last

decade it has become more and more common to consult with stakeholders

in the sense of civil society movements.

Stakeholder formations like Trade Unions, Industry-, Employers’-, Business-,

Trade-, Farmers- etc. associations traditionally have a strong influence on

policy making, and on individual policies (e.g. with regard to chemicals).

Altogether there are 1.700 interest groups registered at the German

Parliament, i.e. those that intend to lobby or influence policy-making.17

There is no institutionalised socio-economic partnership, but negotiation on

wages (with, partly, attempts also to address broader economic and struc-

tural policies) between employers and trade unions, with the government as

mediator.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
On the initiative of the German Employers’ Organisation of Industry (BDI) 19

German multi-nationals and/or companies with some international activities

in 2000 founded “Econsense”, a Forum for SD, which sets out to be:

• a platform for dialogue between business, politics and society,

• a think-tank for bringing together the competences of the business

community and developing its own statements and solutions for SD,

• an opinion former and giving input to policy developments,

• a centre of competence for experiences and knowledge from the national

and international levels.

This initiative was driven by the view that, without engagement in environ-

ment/SD/CSR, the companies would lose competitiveness, because of the

perception of the professional public such as rating agencies (e.g. the

sustainability index).  Companies in Germany also tend to assume that, when

talking about problems, the government would regulate.  As this is not

desired, the initiative is intended to demonstrate the self-regulation/-organi-

sation potential of business in the field of SD.

The concept of CSR has started to play a role in Germany in 2001.  It is

perceived as a translation of the concept of SD on the business level: It is

meant to combine economic success, employment and other social aspects,

and environment (mainly from a product-related point of view).

The relation to the SDS is a bit contradictory: on the one hand it is recog-

nised as being as most overarching and having had high input from stake-
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holders, on the other hand it is only partly referred to, mainly because of

other relevant ‘meta-’ players (like the UN CSD, the European Commission)

and activities (like reflections on CSR as a management issue).  This situa-

tion could be interpreted as a bottom-up approach, but the overall impres-

sion prevails that the SDS is as a matter of principle not acknowledged as an

‘overarching’ strategy, because it is predominantly a government document,

despite its intention to be taken up by all societal actors.  Themes of the SDS

are taken up arbitrarily, and/or depending on the demands of the members.

The approach of a SDS - with its framework, objectives, incentive for broad

involvement of society, and flexible ways of implementation - is valued in

principle, but not in the way that business deals with it (then it is rather

ignored).  The government is at the same time criticised for not referring

systematically to its ‘own’ SDS, nor to international and EU agendas. 

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
Stakeholder consultation for the SDS and the progress report follows regular

procedures, with:

• a first consultation phase of two months on a draft paper (a draft outline

of the framework and the priorities; for the progress report it is called a

‘consultation’ paper and proposes the future priority fields),

• a second consultation phase of three months on the draft strategy, or the

draft progress report respectively.

Consultation is mainly conducted via a special website called ‘dialogue for

sustainability’18, which was installed in 2004 for this purpose, and for overall

communication on the SDS: there are e.g. also ‘chats’ on this website with

key officials in charge19.

There is no information about the amount of feedback for the SDS prepara-

tion, or the degree and kind of criticism.  In the course of the survey no

significant negative assessment occurred, rather on the contrary, the process

and the degree of possibilities for input are assessed positively.

The SD council plays a strong role in communicating SD policies, and has

been experimenting with new ways.

3 SD council (RNE)
The SD council RNE was established by the cabinet together with the

concrete decision in 2000 to prepare a SDS, to advise the government in SD

policies, prepare contributions to the national SDS, and propose concrete

projects for and during implementation of the SDS.  It is also meant to play a

key role in fostering societal dialogue on sustainability.  The council’s term

was renewed in 2004 and reaches now until 2007, which is well beyond the

current legislative term. The next Federal Government will have to decide

whether to continue the policy scheme.

It is composed of 17 personalities who represent with their backgrounds

environmental, economic and social concerns.  It is not seen as a body for
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19 e.g. on 22.6.04 with the head of the chancellery.
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negotiating positions of their organisations, nor does it represent society:

the latter would not be possible, at least in a big country.  Potential council

members are selected from the bigger stakeholder organisations and/or on

the basis of personal qualities.20

The council acts both on its own initiative and at the request of the govern-

ment.  From the point of view of the government it is a sign of recognition

when asking the council for advice, or for organising an initiative for a

certain issue, not as a means for influencing its agenda.

The council and its work are highly appreciated by all interview partners.

3.1 Role and functions of the SD council
Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

• The SDC gave the following key advice on the SDS21: 

• Recommendation on quantitative objectives and indicators (September

2001), including a substantive model for the three themes - energy and

climate change, agriculture/nutrition/health and mobility - that triggered

the government decision to use indicators;

• Statement on the ‘lighthouse’-projects of the federal government

(November 2001); 

• Proposal for five pilot projects for sustainability  (November 2001):

mostly accepted and implemented by 2004;

• Statement on the draft SDS 2002 – 2006 (January 2002);

• Statement on expectations for the progress report SDS (September

2003);

• Statement on the priority fields of the government for the update/mid-

term review of the SDS 2004 (January 2004);

• Statement on the draft progress report SDS (March 2004);

• “Snapshots sustainability and society” (June 2004).

General functions, - views are shared by the council and government:

° Advisory board to the government, from a viewpoint of civil society;

° reminder/watchdog for the holistic/integrated view;

° think-tank;

° stakeholder/expert dialogue “among each other”, including that consen-

sus building among the members should take place;

° stakeholder members to take the views into their organisations;

° agenda setting and tackling difficult policy issues; agreements (espe-

cially unexpected ones) are appreciated;

° fostering societal dialogue on SD policies by addressing actors that have

a multiplicator effect.
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20 The start-up phase saw some discussion about the selection of council members (not all groups, which

groups …), which then kind of ebbed away though created facts created and the valued work of the council.

21 www.nachhaltigkeitsrat.de/n_strategy/strategy_2002/index.html;

www.nachhaltigkeitsrat.de/n_strategy/strategy_2004/index.html

www.nachhaltigkeitsrat.de/documents/statements/index.html.
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3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Council members operate on equal footing:

• The council has succeeded in developing a cooperative approach with

consensus aimed at, - there is no majority voting.  The atmosphere is

characterised by open brainstorming on themes and strategic issues.

• It has an independent status with no government members.

• “Double-hat” of council members:  The council members do not ‘repre-

sent’ in a narrow way the organisation that nominated them (i.e. their

‘home’ organisation).  They operate and discuss as individuals on the

basis of pluralism of ideas, and trust given by their organisation.  The

baseline for a council member regarding personal “freedom” is what they

mean to possibly communicate into their organisation.  Sometimes this

may be challenging.  A conflicting case was a statement on eco-taxes, for

which no agreement was reached: Here some voices say that it failed

because of stakeholder politics. 

Environmental NGOs e.g. find that they have enough opportunities as

stakeholder themselves to give input to policies, and that participating in

the SD council opens new opportunities.22

During the starting phase of the council the personal assistants of the

council members (of their ‘home’ organisation) participated in the meet-

ings; this arrangement was perceived as including too much the stake-

holder view (“watchdogs”), and was therefore abolished.

• All council members have a background in organisations that have a long

history of standing for their positions, hence there is an equal self-confi-

dence (including environmental NGOs, which is not necessarily the case

elsewhere).

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

As introduced above there is no institutionalised socio-economic partner-

ship23.  Trade unionists and business people are members of the SD council,

with the former as a relatively weak part.  One deficiency so far can be

observed in social policies: there are currently several high-level ad-hoc advi-

sory commissions in Germany (e.g. for health reform, welfare and unemploy-

ment, pension reform, immigration), which have, in contrast to the RNE, the

function to ease the burden of policy-makers.  Because of the abundance of

such advice, and partly because of double-membership of RNE-council

members in such commissions, it has so far been difficult for the RNE to

connect or integrate SD with the overall agenda of social reforms (which is at

the same time perceived as important), and the council has missed to pro-

actively remind the government of the need for better integrating SD and the

“Agenda 2010”24.  The relationship to Econsense (cf. ch. A.2.1) is construc-
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22 This would not apply to action-oriented NGOs like Greenpeace.

23 There is a high-ranking, traditional, scientific ‘council of wise men for the economy’, which deals with

macro-economic questions and provides annual prospects for economic growth.  Because of its scientific

background there have been contacts in the past to the Environment council SRU (which were though not

really strengthened for SD questions).

24 It did finally criticise in its statement to the consultation paper for the progress report 2004 (RNE, 2004, p.1).

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



tive, partly also supported by the fact that there are close links between the

RNE council members from the business community and Econsense members.

Relation to government departments:

The council has no government members, but conducts regular dialogue with

the chancellery, which is the main responsible body for the SDS, and other

Ministries if appropriate or desired.

The character of government relation seems to be a moving target.  There is

no overall scheme for the relation to governments departments as the coun-

cil stays on issue-related working terms to nearly all involved Ministries.

Sometimes the relation turns out to be of a watchdog character, e.g. when a

recommendation does not fit into the current policy scheme.  In other issues

the government relation is more constructive and plays along a common line

of activities building the public backup.  As an overall pattern, SD policies

seem to be tolerated by individual Ministries as long as the administration

can successfully work them into the Ministry’s current flow of political activi-

ties.  From the council’s view this does not mean that SD policies – perceived

as the integration task with long-term perspective – are already definitely

accepted.  In particular, the agenda of SD is not accepted with the sense of

urgency the council is applying to the issues of climate change, demographic

development, new prosperity models and competition, and CSR.25

3.3 Achievements of the council
1 Government’s view

• Valued as a stakeholder advisory body with high quality work; state-

ments are noted intensely; independent input is appreciated;

• council triggered the government decision to use indicators for the

SDS;

• raising awareness for SD has been achieved for the “interested”

public, not for a wider public (which is not assessed as a failure of the

SDC, but as being caused by an overall minor interest of the public in

politics, in contrast to e.g. the 1970s and 80s; it also has inherent

limits because of the small budget of the RNE): very critical recom-

mendations and/or unexpected agreements could get some media

attention; particularly impressed by the annual conferences and other

bigger events;

• addressing and tackling difficult policy fields: it is highly welcomed

by the chancellery when unexpected agreements are achieved as for

coal policy, which gave a new impulse to the Ministry for Economic

Affairs and will probably have changed its prejudice that the council

is an assembly of coal-opposing environmentalists; it also raised the

profile of the council in that Ministry;
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25 Currently, the SDC is co-operating with the Ministry for Consumption in a project on sustainable

consumption and gave a recommendation on forest; it recently gave recommendations to the Ministry of

Economy concerning clean coal and energy policy, it gave recommendations to the Ministry of Mobility and

Housing concerning land consumption and is cooperating in a project on energy contracting, it is

cooperating with the Ministry for Development in a project on global sustainable land use. In the past, the

SDC cooperated with many other Ministries and will do so in future 
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• certain successful initiatives that also give new impulses to sectoral

Ministries (e.g. the “sustainable shopping bag” did so for the Ministry

for Consumer Affairs and Agriculture);

• professional work of the secretariat, very good cooperation with the

chancellery.

2 SDC’s view

• Significant contributions to the preparation of the SDS 2002 and its

review in 2004 (cf. ch. 3.1 above): particularly the agreement on

targets and indicators, which was quite disputed in the cabinet, was

an achievement of the council; and some proposed objectives, includ-

ing some far-reaching ones, were taken up26; special contribution to

the progress report 2004 (“Snapshots sustainability and society”,

June 2004).

• Unexpected agreements, e.g. on coal policy: a council working group

prepared a statement, which was discussed in the coal region with

experts from the respective Land government, energy producers and

scientists; the endorsed recommendation was presented and further

discussed, and published inter alia in a brochure of the energy indus-

try (it is also mentioned that the Ministry for Economic Affairs has

noted this paper with interest);

• Agenda setting on particular issues: 

- the target of limiting land use for construction to 30 hectares per

day;

- sustainable consumption: recommendation for a ‘sustainable

shopping bag’ (including a practice test in households, discussion

in several workshops), brochure ‘guidelines for sustainable

consumption’;27

- Eco-tax and emission trading: recommendation of a council work-

ing group, did not get the agreement of the full council and was

hence not endorsed as recommendation;

- export of used goods (commissioned a study, discussion with the

Federation of Industry and the Ministry and Agency for

Development Aid, council recommendation on standards for effi-

ciency, environment and security);

• innovative approaches for communicating SD to an interested and

wider public (with a small budget):

- three annual conferences with a format that tried to illustrate SD

as a societal project,

- writing competition organised with schools,
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26 Reduction of land use for construction to 30 hectares per day, share of renewables (incl. 50% by 2050),

40% CO2 reduction 2020 (government conditioned this with an EU reduction target of 30%), spending for

research and development aid.

27 Another interesting example in this field was a meeting with the ‘industry committee for consumer goods’,

which raised a basic discussion about two strategic approaches: a) labeling and liability, with standing

rights for the consumer (the committee’s “belief system”), and b) starting consumer policies from the

demand side (possible alternative).  The initiative so far led to nowhere, and hence just came some years to

early.
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- marketing competition for teenagers,

- supported a student film project for SD,

- film competition for young and elderly people,

- initiating a talk-show series on the eve of the WSSD,

- two workshops with actors from art and culture on the relation of

these “fields” to SD;

• proposed pilot projects to the government and cooperated in their

implementation (energy contracting for federal buildings, refurbishing

of buildings with low energy standards, communication strategy for

sustainable transport, info campaign on consumer choice, fighting

hunger with sustainable agriculture);

• criticised the Federal Government for inconsistent priorities in the

review 2004, and that the overall government program for social

reform ‘Agenda 2010’ is not sufficiently communicated within the

frame of SD and the SDS;

• At the request of the government the council organised a dialogue

process on the issue of land use and land consumption for housing

and construction purposes, and presented an advice in October 2004.

Overall the council receives a lot of credit for its work from all interviewees.

Success-factors of a SD council

° Independence: members should not represent their organisation but act

as individual personalities with the experience of their organisation as

background;

° Try to develop an attitude of experimentation (non-public meetings of the

council, council members should participate without assistants);

° Gaining acknowledgement of the government through quality of work,

and getting to agreements between stakeholders; in turn this supports

the self-confidence of the council (and its members);

° Strong chair and well-acknowledged personalities as council members;

include members who have not been engaged in SD policies before;

° Council linked to the chancellery (as is the SDS): provides for more

authority, attention and feedback to the council; non-biased perception

of the council (rather than being linked to one department); it has the

explicit and implicit freedom for discussion with any party.
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B Themes and scope

In the first SDS (2002-2006) key thematic fields are28:

1 climate change and energy policies (#),

2 sustainable mobility (#),

3 environment, food quality and health (partly #),

4 demographic change (#),

5 education,

6 innovative enterprises,

7 reducing land use for construction.

The first three were made priorities for the first half of the term29, plus the

cross-sectoral one ‘global responsibility’.  The others were announced to

become priorities in the second half, though the first SDS partly already

contains quantitative objectives for the other fields, namely30

• reduction of the rate of use of land for residential and transport purposes

from 130 hectares per day to 30 hectares per day by 2020, 

• increase the investments for education from 2,46% to 3% of GDP by 2010.

Other key quantitative objectives are e.g.:

• double energy productivity by 2020,

• double the share of renewables in energy consumption by 2010 from

2,1% (2000) to 4,2% (the SDC had proposed 8%), and their share in elec-

tricity consumption from 6,3% (2000) to 12,5% by 2010,

• decrease transport intensity by 5% (compared to 1999) by 2020, 

• increase the share of railway use in goods delivery to 25% by 2015 (from

15% in 2000; note: 1991 had 21%).

The headline indicators are grouped under the strategic themes::

• intergenerational equity (includes indicators for natural resource use,

state budget, innovation and education),

• quality of life (includes indicators for economic prosperity, quality of the

environment, mobility, nutrition, health and crime),

• social cohesion (includes indicators for employment, equal opportunities,

families)

• international responsibility (includes indicators for expenditure for devel-

opment cooperation and opening EU markets).

Some of the indicators themselves are objectives, or they are trend indica-

tors.

In the consultation paper for the progress report 2004, which covers a revi-

sion of the priorities, two out of the four remaining priorities are selected,

namely demographic change (now framed as ‘potential for elderly people in
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28 Note: The fields indicated with (#) are also priority fields of the EU SDS, which is though a mere coincidence

and was not a motive for selection.

29 which was already decided by the cabinet in 2000 (with the decision about preparing a SDS).

30 Federal Government of Germany, 2002.
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economy and society’) and reducing land use for construction.  The previous

priority energy policy is reinforced (‘new energy supply structure including

renewable energy sources’), and a new one is added, namely ‘alternative

fuels and engine technologies’).  The themes education and innovative enter-

prises are dropped, which the SDC council criticised with particular reference

to the UN-decade on education for SD.31 The previous priority fields food

quality/health/agriculture and mobility are intended to be continued accord-

ing to the draft progress report.  It is also planned that the progress report

2004 will already announce two priority fields for the SDS revision 2006,

namely biodiversity (with the MinE leading) and sustainable budget policy

(with the Ministry of Finance leading).

Germany -  Themes and scope

15131 RNE, 2004, p.2.
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C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
The commitment to prepare a SDS was triggered by the prospect of WSSD

2002 on the horizon, and a new government (with the Green party in the

coalition) underpinned this commitment with an institutional framework. 

The EU SDS did not play a role, although it had been endorsed just before

the work on the national SDS started (Oct. 2001).  The main reason was the

short timeframe for preparation and prioritization of the domestic focus: the

government wanted first to explore the domestic potential for strategic

change, and demonstrate with a national SDS that an integration of the three

dimensions can succeed.  When progress made it intended to influence

European policies ‘bottom-up’ with SD considerations, together with other

countries as partners in individual policy fields.  But it is acknowledged that,

from the point of view of integration, this approach falls a bit short.  Also,

considering the so far short period of activities in SD policies, it is thought

that a stronger focus on the European dimension might be feasible from

2005.

The SD council, in its input to the national SDS, also did not consider the EU

SDS, for the same reasons of capacity constraints; this is more understand-

able because it was only established in April 2001 and had to go through

consensus-finding procedures by October.  But it meanwhile stresses that

the European dimension must be better considered, and that SD policies

must pro-actively be integrated in the early development of policies at the

EU level (and not only when a Council of Ministers deals with it).  It has been

very active over the last two years (cf. ch. C.2 below).

The national SDS already plays a role as a reference point for certain EU

policies.32

The Lisbon process is predominantly considered as rather remote and –

within the government – as a matter of “European circles” (“coffee parties”),

which draft awkward wording that does not fit with regular policy work.

Concrete European policies, e.g. on chemicals, are though considered inter-

esting and are dealt with actively.  The open method of coordination is less

relevant, or even not taken seriously (e.g. Lisbon as just a nice P.R. opportu-

nity).

Overall, for Germany as for the other big member states, the EU seems to be

less ‘important’ than for small ones, because of a stronger national ‘fixation’,

and EU policies tend to be dealt with in a reactive way.  The German position

as a nett contributor to EU funds supports a certain arrogance.  One other

interpretation particularly in Germany (as compared with e.g. France) is that

political careers are not made via or including an EU phase, but solely in the

link of the Laender and federal level, and hence also EU policies are not
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32 E.g. in a preparation of a German position for a Spring Summit the MinE wished to include a statement on

decoupling of economic and transport growth, which the federal transport Ministry was not fond of; but the

chancellery then got accepted that the German position is based on the SDS (‘basis of reference’).  This

mechanism may also become true when progress is made in even more difficult policy fields (e.g. coal).
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important.  Politicians and civil servants working for the EU tend to have a

negative image.

Additionally it is felt that some of the most important policy fields, such as

the reform of the energy supply structure, can be (and should first be) tack-

led nationally.

Meanwhile the attitude has changed a bit: The 2004 government progress

report on the SDS, refers explicitly to the EU SDS.  Some policy fields, and

explicitly energy, are now clearly linked to the European level. 

2 SD council (RNE): European and international dimension
The RNE has been involved in European cooperation through EEAC since

shortly after its establishment in 2001.33 Since October 2002 its Secretary

General has co-chaired the EEAC Working Group on Sustainable Development

(together with the UK SD Commission).34 Activities regarding exchange of

information with other SD councils are very much welcomed by the govern-

ment35.

Other international activities of the RNE included: 

• Recommendation for a global Commission on ‘sustainability and globali-

sation” (January 2002);

• Participation of delegates at the WSSD, organising two parallel events

(one together with the Minister for Development Aid)36;

• Recommendation for the implementation of the WSSD results (November

2002);

• Proposals for the implications of the WSSD for German development aid

policies (November 2002);

• Proposal for the involvement of the council in the preparation of the

international energy conference RENEWABLES 2004;

• Recommendations on ‘global agricultural market and sustainable devel-

opment’ (January 2003), combined with a public workshop in June 2003;

• Public workshop “The Johannesburg Challenge”, co-organised with the

Ministries for Development Aid and Foreign Affairs.

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
The preparation of the Spring Summits reveals some coordination deficits:

There are two separate departments in the chancellery for Europe and for

sector policies, including the environment/SD unit, with no clear cooperation

for the EU SDS/Spring Summit preparation.  Similarly, in the Ministry for
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33 The two other German advisory bodies, the German Environment Council (SRU) and the Scientific Council for

global change (WBGU), have been EEAC member since 1997 and 1999 respectively, with the SRU as founding

member of the network in 1993, and a far-reaching commitment with hosting the EEAC secretariat 1999 –

2002.

34 The Working Group comprises SD and other councils engaged in the SD agenda.  It has so far prepared two

key statements: “Strengthening sustainable development in the EU”, December 2002, as input for the

Spring Summit 2003 for the revision of the EU SDS post Johannesburg, and November 2003 as input for the

Spring Summit 2004.  It was also key author of the “Kinsale Challenge” (April 2004), which addresses key

recommendations for the EU SDS review.

35 which even states that it would be desirable if other SD councils also found an always open ear in the PM

offices.

36 The WBGU also participated in the WSSD and organised such parallel events.

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



Environment there is a Unit for Environment and Sustainable Development

Strategies, as well as one for International and European Affairs, which coop-

erate to a certain extent.  The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has a department

for general European Affairs which e.g. dealt with the Convention, and a unit

for environment, which e.g. coordinated the German preparation of the

WSSD and takes part in the ‘Green Diplomacy Network’.  The relation

between the chancellery and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding SD is

not fully clear.

The Spring Summit is prepared for by the Europe department of the chan-

cellery, which gives its position to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which then

collects and coordinates input from other Ministries (including the MinE).

Regarding the EU SDS the MinE has the main responsibility, and there is a

strong link between the chancellery and the MinE.  Within the chancellery

there is a weekly coordination meeting for European policies, including envi-

ronment; also regarding the Lisbon strategy the environment/SD unit gives

input to the European department of the chancellery, but overall not much

capacity can be devoted to that.

The SD council has given input to the Spring Summits 2003 and 2004 via the

EEAC Working Group SD (cf. footnote 34), but directed to the European level

only, and informed the federal government.  Because it had been established

only two months earlier, it could not advise the government for the

Gothenburg summit.

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

Because of the common Lisbon objective it is claimed that EU action is

strongly needed in the field of technology advancement, i.e. EU research

policy (and budget) has to focus on innovation technologies for SD. In partic-

ular:

• energy policy, particularly combined with technology advancement

(Europe has to show that electricity can be produced CO2-free, even with

conventional power plants: to develop such a plant should be aimed at

for e.g. 2015; similar advancement could and should take place for solar

plants); therefore research and innovation technologies for CO2-free elec-

tricity production, and also e.g. fuel cells, hydrogen are needed;

• the 7th Research Framework Program needs to include the possibility for

pilot projects in SD;

• transport: the Transeuropean Networks (TENs) need to improve freight

transport on rail.

It is partly stated that it would be desirable if the EU SDS had quantitative

targets and a set of indicators, which could become a reference point for all

member states.

Downstream impact - EU policies hampering national SD processes

The liberalisation of the electricity market is seen as a possible problem for
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Germany regarding the phase out of nuclear power (e.g. how to stay compet-

itive? how to prevent EU funds being spent on nuclear power plants in acces-

sion countries?).

Conditional targets and implementation

• Germany established a CO2 reduction target for the year 2020 (- 40%),

whose implementation it intends to make dependent on an EU target of

–30%37, though also in this respect the focus lies on domestic progress,

before possibly asking the EU to table a proposal38;

The EU target of 20% share of biofuels by 202039 raised a discussion in

Germany whether this should be just adopted or whether a more ambi-

tious target should be set40.

Both cases reflect an attitude that a national fore-running approach is

considered as feasible if the ‘distance’ ahead of the other member states is

not too large.  But in the first case above, that ‘condition’ would require

urging the EU to set such a target, which apparently has not happened.  In

other cases, such as the share of renewables, the existing EU target serves

only as a reference point, as Germany goes beyond it on its own initiative.

Overall assessment 

Although the EU (SDS) has so far not yet played a role in national SD poli-

cies, it has meanwhile been recognised as important including the need to

be improved: particularly as national targets will increasingly be conditional

upon EU targets (like the German CO2-reduction target for 2020).
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37 First Draft progress report of the federal government, April 2004, p. 68 (www.dialog-nachhaltigkeit.de).

38 Germany was also reserved vis-à-vis the UK attempt to make this as priority for its Presidency.  One reason

also was that Russia shouldn’t get a signal that Europe already moves on, though Russia has not yet

ratified the Kyoto protocol.

39 The EU-Directive for biofuels (COM(2003) 193 final) from May 2003 requires to increase the consumption of

biofuels to 2% by 2005 and 5,75% by 2010.  On the basis of an optimistic scenario the Commission

considers a share of 20% by 2020 as achievable (Green Paper Towards a European Strategy for the Security

of Energy Supply, COM(2000) 769 final).

40 The latter is a recommendation of the SD council for reasons of technological competitiveness and market

advantage.
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D Achievements and shortcomings in the national 

SD agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
• The SDS process, and particularly the lead responsibility of the chan-

cellery, has led to increased awareness and visibility, also with the contri-

butions of the SD council.

• The comprehensive approach of the SDS is predominantly assessed as

positive.

• Establishment and continuous improvement of dialogue structures with

society including stakeholder involvement is also assessed positively.

• The SDS has served in many cases as a reference point for sectoral poli-

cies, and its objectives can be defended against sectoral interests with

the ‘guidance competence’ of the chancellor.

• The green cabinet, and the working group of civil servants preparing its meet-

ings, have increased cooperative approaches and mutual understanding.

Achievements in policy fields include:

• front-running role in renewables, and a program for phasing out nuclear

power; it is stated that the 2010 target for renewables in the SDS triggered

the 2020 target later endorsed in the revision of the Renewables Act;

• good performance in energy efficiency; emission trading scheme success-

fully implemented;

• agriculture policy (to be demonstrated in the progress report), though it is

stated that it must be furthered against the background of the revised CAP;

• new approach for biofuels strategies; 

• new approach to tackle the effects of demographic change on the work-

force and the public health system (inter alia: enabling strategies for

elderly people).

2 Most difficult policy fields
Mobility / Transport

This policy field is considered as particularly difficult, if not as the most diffi-

cult one, and so far not yet tackled very much (though it has been a priority

field for the past phase).  Reasons are structural, with a strong and impor-

tant automobile industry, and also a high relevance of cars for the citizens

(including emotionally).  Efficiency increases in engine technology are eaten

up by all kinds of fancy features in the individual cars (e.g. air conditioning),

and the number of cars and the total distances travelled wipe out the rest of

the achieved efficiency increase.  Shifting freight transport from road to rail

has been almost always a goal, but never really got anywhere.  The current

government had intended to introduce a fee per mileage for heavy vehicles,

which almost embarrassingly failed for practical reasons.  The Eco-tax is

partly successful.

The SD council has not (yet) worked significantly in the field of transport

policy.
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Energy / Climate change

One third of the total energy consumption is claimed by transport, and one

third by private households (heating), both of which are difficult to tackle.

Restructuring the energy supply is a challenging task in total (which is there-

fore chosen as a further priority field for the 2nd phase of the current SDS):

Regarding nuclear power Germany has agreed on a phasing-out plan with the

sector, and wants to demonstrate that sustainable energy supply can work

under this condition (though replacement of these capacities is a challenge).

The country has become a fore-runner in renewable technologies and a

special Renewables Act, which guarantees prices for the producers of elec-

tricity produced with renewable sources, has led to an increase in its share.

But electricity production still depends largely on fossil sources (with a high

share of coal, which is a traditional, and still subsidised sector41 and has to

be tackled.  The policy process is described as fragmented with no overall

concept on the part of the government.42

The burden sharing agreement is considered as challenging, but the country

is perceived as being on track - though reductions in CO2 emissions have

been largely due to the breakdown of energy-intensive industry in former

East Germany.  Currently much effort is being put into organising emission

trading.

Land use

The ambitious objective of reducing the rate of land use for construction

from 130 hectares per day to 30 hectares by 2020 will be challenging to

achieve, inter alia because measures have to be taken by the Laender and at

the local level.

Consumption / growth / life style

The issue is ideologically biased, because of the assumption that changing

lifestyle has a normative and moralistic component.  It is also difficult to

tackle because of spread competences on the three levels.  The SD council

has contributed with a major initiative (cf. ch. A.3.3).

Other fields that need to be tackled are: waste (a shift in policy is likely to

be needed) and education for SD (competence of the Laender, and they have

not succeeded in implementing more than pilot projects).

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Procedural: improve vertical coordination.

Content: work harder on implementation in terms of ‘transition’ process

(particularly in the field of energy and transport).

Overall: make SD more concrete e.g. with many more pilot projects, which

requires leadership.
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41 Partly political reasons: the coal mining areas used to be the backbone of the social-democratic party.

42 Particular requests include: Energy policy should also be done with technology advancement in the

conventional sector (in light of: the USA is doing so and will otherwise achieve a lead; Kyoto needs a “plan

B”): European research funding is needed (cf. C.4.). Also, energy use needs to become more efficient

(“Factor 4”).
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4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as

follows43:

Commitment of the PM (chancellor), lead responsibility, steering

and coordination by the chancellery (PM office), with a green cabi-

net as horizontal coordination mechanism; this role is considered

as a key success factor, which has supported sticking to targets

and supported the commitment of other Ministries;

/( ) SDS as a “living document” with priority fields and a comprehen-

sive approach, and (partly quantitative) underpinning objectives;

though it is also criticised for lack of vision and strategic

approach, lack of link to other overarching government

program(s), and for being not ambitious enough;

/( ) The mid-term review of the SDS was not entirely systematic: some

previously announced priorities were left out with no reference or

explanation, the previous priority fields lack measures of progress

and future measures are unclear;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation is now taken seriously, and the SD coun-

cil plays a key role in experimenting with new forms of increasing

involvement of society;

( )/ So far poor vertical coordination: will have to be improved, if only

because of certain objectives that can only be reached with strong

commitment and cooperation of the Laender and local level; LA 21

initiatives still play a role, and may become a valuable partner;

( ) So far poor link to EU policies and the EU SDS (recently improv-

ing); there are also coordination deficits in this respect.

E Recommendations for the EU-SDS review

These key recommendations are based on the SD council’s views, which also

gave input to te EU SDS review:

• Have a single and understandable document with a transparent architec-

ture for Lisbon and SD strategy;

• Get the link of EU SDS and Lisbon process right; it would be desirable to

include in the Lisbon strategy the goal “most eco-efficient economy”;

• “Go public”: SD needs leadership, - bottom-up alone doesn’t work; partici-

pation of business, the social sector and civil society is needed at the same

time; establishing a stakeholder advisory mechanism would support this;

• the EU SDS is remote from the people: overall communication needs to

be improved, and pilot projects for innovative technology should be

included (the 7th Research Framework Program provides an opportunity);

43 achievement

( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge125



• indicators and progress reports are important for the process, which initi-

ates a public debate: include quantitative targets, indicators and timeta-

bles in the SDS (also with the increasing cases of national targets that

are conditional upon EU targets);

• the EU needs an institutional and procedural framework for SD policies,

because  coordination requirements are enormous, and a central and/or

advisory institution is needed to keep the issue on the agenda.
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4 Hungar y

Difficult governance issues; preparing for and post-accession to the
EU as big impacts, dependence on EU funding programs; preparation of
a SD strategy several times postponed
• Hungary’s recent development is described as “basically determined by

the changes of the political and socio-economic systems (“transformation

crisis”).

• The past years were strongly influenced by the EU in terms of investment

programs and transposing the aquis communautaire.  EU legislation has

guided the country, with positive and negative effects regarding environ-

mental integration and SD; there is hope that with EU accession also the

relevance of the SD agenda will significantly increase

• Lack of medium-term strategic direction and/or continuity: new govern-

ments change policy course (“flip-flop effect”).

• Politics is very much driven by party politics, which is most likely due to

the country still being in the early phase of democratisation; this situa-

tion also results in numerous changes of Ministers (e.g. 8 Ministers for

Environment since 1996, more than 12 Ministers for Agriculture since

1992), which aggravates the previously mentioned discontinuity.  Time

will possibly bring a more stable landscape of parties.

• ‘Politicised’ social partners: e.g. unions and business are divided in more

‘left’ and more ‘right’ organisations.

• A political culture of scepticism towards the state (resulting in a ‘strong’

state): civil society is organised at the local level and there are many

environmental NGOs, but mainly engaged on a project level.  The bigger

NGOs have been active in national policy making, also through the

Environment Council (OKT).

• Government’s second commitment to prepare a SD strategy by the end of

2004 is postponed to 2005/2006.



Table of contents

A Actors and Process 163

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and review 163

1.1 SD strategies’ development 163

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms 165

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective 165

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables 166

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament 166

1.3.3 Approach for an SD strategy 166

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level 166

2 Non-governmental actors 167

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 168

2.2 Stakeholder consultation 168

3 SD/Environment council 169

3.1 Role, functions and internal aspects of operation of the 

environment council (OKT) 170

3.2 Achievements of the council (OKT) 172

3.3 An SD council as addition? 173

B Themes and scope 173

C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international strategies 175

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS 175

2 SD/Environment council (OKT): European and international 

dimension 175

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits 175

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream 175

D Achievements and shortcomings in the national SD agenda 176

1 Successes and shortcomings 176

2 Most difficult policy fields 176

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS 176

4 National SDS: achievements and challenges 177

E Recommendations for the EU SDS review 177

References 177

Abbreviations
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A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
Previous phase: National Environment Programme (NEP)

1995 The Environment Act lays the basis for preparing the

Hungarian National Environmental Programme (NEP): start-off

was performed with a moderator from NL and hence had a

more open approach, involving stakeholders.

1997 NEP adopted by Parliament: duration of the program is six

years.

2003 NEP-II is adopted.

Towards a national SD strategy

1993 Post-Rio brings a government decree on establishing an inter-

ministerial commission for SD, chaired by the Minister for

Environment, which mainly prepared the Hungarian positions

for international fora (e.g. UN CSD); for Rio+5 a voluminous

report was produced.

2000 – 2002 A governmental “SD commission” starts to prepare the

Hungarian input to WSSD; there was no government decision

to prepare a SDS for WSSD.

2002 New government, made up from previous opposition parties

The designated new Prime Minister signs an ‘agreement’ with

environmental NGOs that his government will prepare a SDS by

the end of 2004; the commitment of the WSSD was a further

trigger, but nevertheless nothing happened.

In a deregulation attempt the “SD commission” was formally

dissolved.

03/2004 Government decision on “modernising Hungary” with 12 fields

of action, one to be SD, including the commitment to prepare a

SDS by the end of 2004 (basic elements to be presented by

09/2004).  In December 2004 it is stated that a draft is now

planned for spring 2005, and the SDS to be finalised by the

next elections (2006).

Assessment:

SD policies in Hungary so far have been encouraged by a small group of

(environmentally) oriented civil servants in several Ministries, which partly

widened up and in a more or less institutionalised setting was branded as

‘Hungarian Commission for SD’, trying to convince government of the impor-

tance of the issue.  The WSSD caused some momentum, with the Hungarian

delegation having been headed by the speaker of the Parliament, and

Parliamentarians from ‘both sides’ as well as several Ministries and some

NGOs attending.  The agreement of the government/the Prime Minister in
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2002 nevertheless was not implemented, and only in March 2004 govern-

ment “rather spontaneously” decided to include the elaboration of a SDS in

their future program.  This intention was again postponed, and it is now

planned to prepare a draft SDS by Spring 2005, and a decision to be taken

by the next government in 2006 (after election).

SD is not yet understood as an overarching approach.  It is said that SD is

taken seriously “in principle”, and that the problems occur when implement-

ing it on the program level; the latter is based on experiences with the NEP.

Here the following main shortcomings are perceived: 

• The NEPs did not establish “adequate” institutions for planning and

implementation, which led to a lack of coordination and cooperation of

Ministries.

• The NEPs and environmental programs and projects aiming to fulfill their

objectives have not been integrated into other policies, neither into

regional and local programs.

• Environmental development and innovation has not yet been linked to

the national budget.

As the NEPs more or less could be perceived as predecessor for a SD strat-

egy, these shortcomings will most likely also apply to a future SDS.  But the

NEPs seem to not having played a significant role, as policy and legal devel-

opments have been mainly driven by the EU accession agenda.  However, it

is stated that they were taken as starting point for relevant policy develop-

ments.  Progress towards their objectives (cf. ch. A.1.3, B) though seems to

have not been measured systematically.

The NEPs are considered as ‘only environmental integration’, being “almost

silent” on the social side.  NEP-I in fact it is a classic environmental plan,

addressing air, water, soils, nature and landscape, waste, noise, environmen-

tal safety and the built environment.  NEP-II broadens a bit, and also

addresses some social issues.

Stakeholder participation has been weak in the previous activities.  The

(governmental) “SD Commission” organised some stakeholder consultation,

mainly in the run-up to the WSSD (7 stakeholder ‘fora’ were held).  From

1995 additional seats in this Commission were offered for environmental

NGOs, academia and MPs, but apparently only partly filled.  There are differ-

ent perceptions regarding the continuity and the activities of this body, in

average saying that it met around three times/year.  Some secretarial

support was provided by the MinE.  Attempts of this Commission in 2000 to

widen up to a “Forum” with a significant number of stakeholder members,

instead of being only an inter-ministerial body, were not successful.  The

2002 abrogation of the 1993 decree (establishing this Commission) was

hence rather seen as a chance for a new start than with disappointment.  A

second attempt for such a broader body, after the 2002 election, did never-

theless also not succeed.

Overall, the rather unstable political situation is disadvantageous for devel-

oping strategies including a SDS: Hungary has for example seen eight
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Ministers for Environment in eight years and more than 12 Ministers for

Agriculture in 12 years, which goes back to a continuous upheaval of parties,

and the country altogether being driven very much by party politics.

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
In the run-up to the March 2004 government decision the Minister for

Environment had proposed that the lead for SD policies should be shifted to

the Prime Minister, but the proposal was not followed.  The Environment

Council (OKT, cf. ch. A.3) had also advised for this solution already in 2002.

The negative decision may be interpreted against the background of rela-

tively strong Ministers1, and that the understanding of SD as an overarching

policy concept has not advanced yet.2

It is now planned that elaborating the SDS should be a shared task of the

MinE, the PM’s office, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry for Economic

Affairs and Transport, and the Ministry for Social Affairs, with the Minister

for Environment having the lead responsibility.  The latter in contrast would

have preferred the role of a driving force instead of the lead responsibility.

Assessment:

Depending on the role the PM office will take in the future process - with the

chosen architecture it will likely remain difficult to involve the other

Ministries.  Cooperation between Ministries is assessed differently, ranging

from functioning quite satisfactory (according to government voices) to defi-

cient.  There are around 45 inter-ministerial expert committees as a regular

approach since during the process of transposing EU legislation, with sub-

committees in which also stakeholders are often involved because of their

expertise.  Their functioning is also assessed differently.

The NEP was meant to be elaborated by an inter-ministerial working group,

but it turned out to be rather some consultation only.  Despite this institu-

tional arrangement, integration and coherence of policies is lacking, and

there are views that the cooperation between Ministries should be institu-

tionalised on an obligatory basis.

The attitude that the original Lisbon agenda was the driving force for the

government decision on “modernising Hungary” mirrors the deficiency of the

Gothenburg’s Presidency conclusions that did not turn the SD strategy into

the overarching paradigm.

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
For an SDS: Not yet applicable.

For the NEP: The MinE prepares biennial progress reports, which are debated

by several standing committees of Parliament, and are approved by the

Environment Committee.  The main remarks on the reports were:

• NEP-II should be based on the evaluation of NEP-I implementation;

• Evaluation requires contradiction and unpunctuality proof data usage;
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• Despite of having results (in reducing pollution on many field) further

improvements are required in the field of noise and air pollution and

nature conservation;

• Sewage disposal and waste management should remain highlighted

tasks.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

The report to the WSSD 2002 is mainly a description of the situation of

Hungary regarding three dimensions of SD, based on the indicator set

adopted by the EU and some additional ones that were meant to be impor-

tant to describe the “transformation crisis” of the country.

Both NEP-I and NEP-II have quantitative targets based on a reference status

in the respective fields, and progress is measured with indicators.  Data are

collected and analysed by the Federal Statistical Office and Ministries.

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament

Due to the comparably instable political situation (“flip-flop effect”3) it is

assessed as difficult to make a long-term strategy like an SDS ‘sustainable’.

In Hungary it is rather typical that one government adopts a strategy, and the

next government ignores it.

It is hence aimed at finding broad political consensus in Parliament, i.e.

across party lines, which will endorse the SDS.

NEP-I was approved by the Parliament.  Several parliamentary standing

committees consider the biennial progress reports, prepared by the MinE,

and the Environment Committee approves the final report.

1.3.3 Approach for an SD strategy

The MinE in February 2004 prepared a background/reference paper on SD

(long-term future for Hungary, global dimension) and the main important

elements of a SDS (inter alia priority fields, targets and indicators), which

could serve as a skeleton for a strategy.  It appears that the ‘normal’

approach for a strategy would be to just producing it as a document (i.e.

rather the “planning” approach).  Understanding a strategy as a learning

process with a political and societal dialogue has so far only started.

Implementing the NEP apparently was “difficult enough”, and hence the

broader and more fundamental issues of an SDS will see this challenge

increased, which also already applies to priority setting.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
Not yet applicable for an SDS.

There are virtually no local activities like Local Agenda 21; few initiatives

regarding awareness raising have started by means of conferences.  The
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regions and municipalities mostly deal with project-related problems, like

the location of a waste incineration plant.  Education is emphasised as the

most important field.

Environmental regulations have so far not been perceived as a burden,

because complying is a prerequisite for EU funding (which will have some-

what changed after accession).  On the other hand it is mentioned that some

municipalities are trying to circumvent environmental regulations, because

they wish to attract industry.  It is also criticised that sectoral plans are not

coherent: water, energy, waste, rural development.  In principle, but not

exclusively, plans are developed top-down starting on the national level, and

are detailed on the regional, county and local level.  Nevertheless, local

development plans are initiated and approved by municipalities, and

regional development plans by Regional Development Councils.  Those do

not have to comply with the provisions of the National Development Plan,

which only has a guideline character.  Regarding the vertical component it is

stated as particularly difficult to comply with the national plans, because

they are not coherent.

Regional Development Councils are considered as partly successful in coor-

dinating and integrating local initiatives.

There are no significant problems with the distribution of taxes between the

national and local level; the municipalities receive building taxes, tourism

and business tax; in annual negotiations the share of income is agreed,

which also applies to share of costs for installations, including (environmen-

tal) infrastructure.  It remains unclear why the national government does not

require compliance with its own plans when funding regional and local activi-

ties.

Public-Private-Partnerships are emphasised as a desirable future approach,

but it needs to be backed-up by strict laws for public investment.

2 Non-governmental actors
Academia seems to play a relatively strong role; they were an influential

driving force in the transformation process from socialism towards a demo-

cratic market economy regime.  Particularly the Academy of Science, which

also manages the public research budget, is typically invited to comment on

policy proposals, or to participate in groups that are not purely governmen-

tal, which prepare a policy proposal.  Academia also represents one third of

the existing stakeholder (environment) council OKT (cf. ch. A.3.1).

In general, civil society is well organised at the local level, but cooperation

between them is weak and the very most organisations, including numerous

environmental NGOs, are active on project level, and only very few are

engaged in national policy making, a situation which has historical roots and
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reasons on the side of both government and society.4

The high number of small environmental NGOs at the local level (around

300) supposedly goes back to a tax benefit that was given to investors if

they support NGOs.  After some years this tax regulation stopped, and since

then these NGOs fight for their survival through project funding.

Environmental NGOs engaged in national policy had achieved a promise of

the then PM candidate (who came into power in 2002) to preparing a SDS;

although quite some efforts have been undertaken for this to come into

being, both from non-governmental actors and partly from within govern-

ment departments, other political reasons apparently had more weight.

The role of trade unions after the political transition is not as strong as it

used to be.  They almost exclusively deal with the core business in the

employers–employees relation, namely mainly negotiating wages.  In envi-

ronmental policies they have not (yet) played a role, and neither in the wider

SD approach (which is not yet chosen in the country).

With an increasing environmental awareness in society, some companies

build in ‘sustainability’ in their marketing strategy to attract consumers.

Experts from the environmental side consider some examples as successful,

but most as “only a cliché”: Because of the misconception of the expression

‘environmentally sound’, the private sector often believes that technologies

or products satisfy requirements of sustainability, while they are still pollu-

tant or harmful on the environment or on human health.

All in all there seems to be in general a political culture of scepticism

towards the state, which seems to have a mix of historical reasons (cf. foot-

note 4).  At the same time social partners are described as ‘politicised’, i.e.

unions and business are divided in more ‘left’ and more ‘right’

organisations.5

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Besides the above-mentioned marketing strategies of companies there

seems to be no activity with the label “CSR”.

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
It has always been difficult, and besides the environment council OKT it is

not yet achieved, to have stakeholder involvement or consultation, which is
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4 This situation has long historical roots, but is more recently originated in the regime lasting from the 1950s

to the 1980s, which de-mobilised and de-politicised.  Transformation to democracy hasn’t changed that, as

this process was the result of negotiations between political elites.  Since the 1970s the degree of

individualism is considered as high.  The distrust increases with the degree of closeness of an institution to

day-to-day politics, i.e. the credibility in the President and the Constitutional Court is the highest, and of

unions and parties the lowest (Körösényi/Gábor, 2004, p. 360/61).  An additional explanation, from the

government point of view might be: Post-socialist phase brought up a neo-corporatist setting with a

“Council for representation of interests” (Erdekegyeztetö Tanacs, ET) which had co-decision power in

employment and social policies, and later functional self-governing for pension and health care systems.  A

subsequent more liberal government dissolved these structures and tried to achieve less influence of

interest groups in the political decision-making.  At the same time elements of a more pluralistic system of

interest representation remained weak (Körösényi/Gábor, 2004, p. 356/57).

5 Scholars state that the main political cleavage both for political parties and social partners is the

communist/anti-communist line (Körösényi/Gábor, 2004, p. 349), but there are also viewpoints that using

the term “communist” is not appropriate.
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partly due to weak organisation of civil society at national level, and partly

to the attitude of government:

• The NEP as a start-off had a broad brainstorming approach in which

stakeholders were included: There were 4 brainstorming meetings during

the conceptional period with stakeholders from NGOs, the business

sector, academia and municipalities.  During the subsequent elaborating

period the environment council (OKT) participated in this process;

• the so-called (inter-ministerial) Hungarian Commission for SD had

“offered” more seats to NGOs, but they were apparently not filled;

• consultation for the SDS is not (yet) foreseen.

On the NGO side the joint opinions on national policy developments are

missing, due to lack of cooperation between the organisations.  At one meet-

ing per year NGOs though appoint ‘their’ delegates to inter-ministerial work-

ing groups/commissions.

The administrative level so far accepts NGO participation in ministerial

expert committees only to a limited extent, and it largely depends on the

committees’ chair whether NGOs are invited.  Therefore an institutionalised

mechanism like a stakeholder council is a good opportunity to improve the

dialogue with government, and enhance dialogue between stakeholders.

3 SD/Environment council
From within the MinE it has most of the time been aimed to widen up the

fully or mainly inter-ministerial “SD commission” to include also stakehold-

ers.  So far this has not really succeeded.  Actors from within the Ministries

will encourage again that the government establishes such a SD

Forum/Commission, which would of course require “at least a minimum

political support”.  Those government officials in favour of such a body

propose that it should have “at least” 50% government seats (50% stake-

holders is perceived as a high number), and cannot imagine a more inde-

pendent council/commission.

In contrast, the Hungarian National Environment Council (OKT) was estab-

lished by the Law on Environmental Protection6, which was preceded by

several roundtables of environmental NGOs and the business community

with government, during which the usefulness of an advisory body for envi-

ronmental policy was agreed.  It held its first meeting in April 1996.  The

government’s purpose was to both get substantive input and to better antici-

pate reactions of concerned parties to government policies.  Establishing the

OKT as an independent advisory body was altogether due to a politically

beneficial situation, in which first a drafting committee for the law was set

up, which then achieved the fortunate institutional setting of the council.  It

was also emphasised that OKT is a consultative body that enhances reflec-

tion of interested parties (and is assumed to “model” their behaviour and

attitudes to policies at stake), and acts as a sounding board for the degree

of possible consensus of stakeholders, which is convenient for decision-
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makers regarding prediction.  OKT is not meant as lobbying platform for any

of its members.

On top of its regular work the OKT organises four times per year a “thematic

forum”, for which it invites representatives from the administration and five

stakeholder groups (NGOs, business, academy, municipalities, trade unions),

three of which are member of the council.

3.1 Role, functions and internal aspects of operation of the envi-
ronment council (OKT)

Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

OKT was established much earlier than attempts towards SD In Hungary.  The

council took several initiatives regarding the preparation of an SDS: it

• recommended to the President of Parliament to ask for elaborating an

SDS (2002), and stressed that a strategy needs to be based on SD princi-

ples, i.e. the different fields need to be harmonised;

• indicated to the PM office that it would be highly recommendable if it

took the lead for SD policies and a SD strategy (2002);

• started a project in October 2003 called “Possibilities for SD” (cf. below):

the aim is to better communicate SD into society and one chosen means

is to prepare a publication with about 50 authors (planned for 2005).

General functions, - views are shared by council and government:

° independent advisor to the government;

° anticipating attitude from business and (environmental) NGOs to govern-

ment proposals;

° aiming at consensus among the groups represented.

Composition of the council:

The OKT has a remarkable composition of each 1/3 of members of (environ-

mental) NGOs, business and academia, with 22 members altogether and the

Minister of Environment as co-chair.  The chair rotates among these three

groups.  The attitude of the Minister naturally varies.  The present Minister

has intended to develop a partner relationship with the OKT and supposedly

counts on its opinion in matters of great importance.  The Minister occasion-

ally attends the council meetings.

Council members operate on equal footing:

• There is a cooperative approach with consensus aimed at; decisions can

be taken with a quorum of more than half of the members present and

each group represented by at least three members.  If no consensus is

achieved there is voting with qualified majority.  In this case four

members of each group must be present.

• There are partly conflicts between the groups (“naturally”), and some

tensions between the environmental NGOs and the business representa-

tives.
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• “Double-hat” of council members doesn’t cause problems: if one a stake-

holder group represented in the OKT has a different, e.g. more far-reach-

ing, standpoint, the different opinions are documented and communi-

cated.

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

There is no social-economic council, but bi-lateral negotiations between

employers and trade unions, and other fora in which also government partici-

pates.

The OKT has started discussion with trade unions in the framework of its

“thematic fora” (cf. above).

Relation to government departments:

Transparency vis-à-vis the council was first apparently very unusual for the

Ministries, but has improved over time.  The OKT has some ‘power’ by asking

Ministers to attend a meeting; typically they feel obliged to follow such an

invitation, with the State Secretaries attending in most cases.  The other way

round, since recently the Secretary General of the council is invited to attend

meetings of State Secretaries when issues of relevance for OKT are

discussed (i.e. topics of environmental (protection) or SD–related).

When preparing an advice the council requests information from relevant

Ministries and meets with government officials.

Scope of council’s work:

OKT is an advisory body to the government, which in this capacity “has the

right and obligation to express opinion on [policies and legal proposals]”.

Naturally, it is impossible to dealing with all proposed laws and regulations,

which often have a very small scope7.  The council makes its own selection

based on the issues that have strategic importance for environmental policy.

The council gives own initiative advice on thematic summaries of the key

areas and interactions of environment, economy and society (e.g.: trans-

portation, energy, agriculture, nature conservation, regional development).

It has increased the number of own initiative advice, which a) serves putting

issues on the agenda, b) better provides early involvement in policy develop-

ments, rather than commenting on law proposals, and c) reveals unnoticed

relationsships.

During 2002-2004 there were the following own initiative advice: 

• On elaborating a national SDS;

• Possibilities of updating economic regulation and financing of environ-

mental protection;

• Present situation of waste management;

• Implementation of noise and air pollution regulation;

• Status quo of water management;

• Status Quo of nature conservation.
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The council also developed a communications strategy and retrieved infor-

mation on the closing down of the Paks Nuclear Power Plan.

3.2 Achievements of the council (OKT)
1 Government’s view 

• Acknowledgement of the advisory role; for the SDS process the MinE

sees a pace-maker role, i.e. making environment strong in the SDS.

2 OKT’s view

• Good advice that had impact;

• Supporting to change mentality and approach of the institutional

system regarding environmental policy and SD.

• SDS:

The project “Possibilities for SD” (started October 2003) addresses

the wide range of substantial and institutional aspects of SD.  Interim

results have been discussed in the above-mentioned thematic fora,

with stakeholders outside the OKT composition in order to strengthen

social participation in environmental issues.

• Publications:

- Working papers on the vision of future environment of Hungary (4

volumes) in cooperation with the Hungarian Academy of Sciences

(2002);

- “The Visions of Future Environment of Hungary”: OKT Publication

in cooperation with the Hungarian Academy of Science (2003).

• Research and Development Programs: Evaluation of the status of the

environment (MinE in cooperation with the Hungarian Academy of

Sciences, i.e. with involvement of the OKT).

• Increased agenda setting with own initiative advice (cf. above), i.e.

getting involved in early phases of programming, and not commenting

on a decision that was already taken or the legal proposal has already

been produced.

The OKT is the only body in which different stakeholders discuss, and the

only stakeholder body that may present official statements to the govern-

ment, which is by law required to ask advice from the OKT in the specified

areas.  Government is not required to give statements in reply, but often

states in legal proposals if the OKT has a deviating opinion.

Success-factors of the OKT:

° Independence from government;

° Gaining acknowledgement through quality of work and getting to agree-

ments of the stakeholders on the council;

° Developing constructive dialogue within the council;

° Developing good links into government;

° Strong chair and well-acknowledged experts as council members.

Hungar y  -  Actors  and process

172

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



Hungar y  -  Themes and scope

173

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

3.3 An SD council as addition?
Apparently the government pursued the establishment of a SD council, in

addition to the OKT.

The alternative, to turn the OKT into a SD council, e.g. by adding the two or

three key missing stakeholder groups (trade unions, social NGOs if existing)

and municipalities, is not favoured by the council: It highly appreciates and

does not what to lose its independence (from government).  A SD council in

contrast apparently would/will be more governmental (cf. above: 50%

government members), and hence more dependent on political changes.

The advantages of the former would be that the OKT has a fortunate and well

functioning internal setting and operation, and has gained reputation.  The

disadvantage could be that such a combination of SD and environment coun-

cil might cause or maintain an environmental bias of SD policies.8

All in all, the ‘governmental type’ of SD council might be worthwhile to

reconsider.

B Themes and scope

SDS: Not yet applicable.

NEP: The structure of NEP-II includes four prime objectives: 

1 Protection of ecosystems;

2 Provision of harmonic relationship between society and environment;

3 Enforcement of environmental criteria in economic development.

Economic growth must lead to increasing welfare with decreasing envi-

ronmental burden;

4 Strengthening of knowledge on, and awareness of environmental

processes, impacts, environment and nature conservation and co-opera-

tion.

Important elements of implementation include action programs, in areas

requiring special treatment, identifying the specific and operational objec-

tives, funds and responsible parties in the fields of environmental protection

and nature conservation as well as complex fields of water management. A

separate chapter is dedicated to strengthening of sectoral and regional inte-

gration of environmental policy, measurement and control of NEP-II progress,

as well as organisation of implementation. 

Action programs are intended to be developed in the fields of:

1 Raising environmental awareness,

2 Climate change,

3 Environmental health and food safety, 

4 Urban environmental quality,

8 In other countries, e.g. Germany and UK, it has turned out as beneficial to have both an environment

council with a rather expert composition and a SD council with a stakeholder composition, which have

different functions and may mutually support and reinforce each other.



5 Biodiversity Conservation and landscape protection, 

6 Rural environmental quality, land area and land use, 

7 Protection and sustainable use of water, 

8 Waste management, 

9 Environmental security.

The 18 Objectives are:

• Decrease of air pollution

• Decrease of global air polluting impacts

• Improving surface water quality

• Protection of the quality and the quantity of ground waters

• Protection against damage to waters

• Soil conservation, and extension of protected natural areas of natural

significance

• Protection of other natural and semi-natural areas and assets

• Nature conservation of forests

• Establishment of a system of environmentally sensitive areas

• Designation of Hungary’s Natura 2000 network and safeguarding their

appropriate ecological status

• Preservation of our geological assets

• Sustainable use of natural resources

• Reducing chemical risk

• Preserving good health

• Increasing food safety

• Dissemination of environmentally friendly life style and consumption

habits

• Improving urban environment quality
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C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international 

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
The Lisbon agenda is considered as very important and triggered the govern-

ment decision in March 2004 for a program to “modernise Hungary”.

The EU SDS at the time of its adoption was seen as a “good political cata-

lyst” during the efforts for getting to the decision about a national SDS,

because EU policies are or were in general prioritised.  The EU SDS was

considered for the preparation of the Hungarian input to the WSSD, though

no clear reference in the document is made; more influential was the work of

Eurostat on indicators for SD, which were used in the report for the WSSD

(cf. ch. A.1.3.1).

The decision to prepare a national SDS was mainly influenced by the WSSD

commitment to doing so by the end of 2004.

In general the country has been characterised by efforts to transposing the

aquis communautaire, and giving priority to this was also an argument that a

SD strategy is not yet in place.  From the environmental point of view EU

legislation is considered as having brought the country forward.

EU pre-cohesion funding (like ISPA, SAPARD) has been very influential, and

brought investments in basic (and environmental) infrastructure like sewage

treatment and waste installations.  It is said that in this respect the country

is on the level like Western European countries were in the 1970s.  In terms

of environmental integration it is though also stated that EU programs guide

in the wrong direction, by e.g. giving preference to investments in road

instead of rail.

2 SD/Environment council (OKT): European and 
international dimension

The OKT has been involved in European cooperation through EEAC since

1998, including the hosting of the EEAC annual conference 1999 in

Budapest.9

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
Since 1993 there has been an inter-ministerial Committee on EU accession,

with a sub-group on the environment chapter (Ministries for Health,

Economic Affairs, Environment, Transport, Agriculture).  The Ministry of

Foreign Affairs is the overall coordinator for EU Affairs and asked the MinE to

give input to the Lisbon strategy/spring summit 2004.

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

• Common Agriculture Policy, e.g. improving agri-environmental protection;

• Management of natural resources;

• Waste management: due to the single market Hungary faces waste

import, which would require regulation;

Hungar y  -  Relat ion  to  E U and internat ional  level

1759 OKT’s Secretary General was member of the EEAC Steering Committee 1999 – 2001.

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



Hungar y  -  Chal lenges  nat ional  SD st rategy

176

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

• Transport: Corridors for Transeuropean networks (TENs) need to better

consider ecological aspects.

Downstream impacts – EU policies hampering national SD processes

In the context of EU funding it is mentioned that the strong focus on roads

prevents a national emphasis on investment in railways.

At the regional level some over-regulation is perceived: EU regulations

should leave more room for local and regional decisions.

Overall assessment

EU has been the driving force for progress in environmental policy.  The EU

SD agenda is expected to play a stronger role after accession.

D Achievements and shortcomings in the national 

SD agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
A success eventually is the final decision to prepare an SDS.  Starting the

preparation though has again been postponed, which is probably a bad sign

regarding the commitment of the government.  The time-frame for elaborat-

ing a government internal draft (3 months) seems too short; the planned

overall timeframe of more than one year appears appropriate, but seems to

be driven by elections rather than management and process considerations.

2 Most difficult policy fields
In approximate order of relevance the following fields are stated:

• Education,

• Waste Management,

• Transport,

• Climate change/energy,

• Agriculture,

• Land management/housing,

• Production and consumption.

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Not yet applicable.
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4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as

follows10:

/ PM office committed to participating in the SD process, which still

has to be designed;

( )/ Horizontal integration and policy coherence needs to be improved;

( )/ Stakeholder consultation and involvement has to be improved.

Establishment and development of the stakeholder council OKT is

positive;

Challenge of strategic directions for prioritisation and actions still

has to be met;

Vertical coordination/integration needs to be taken into account

from the beginning;

All actors still need to be encouraged to take their own initiatives;

better coordination of NGOs and more involvement in national

policy making would be desirable;

Preparing a SDS is again postponed (until 2005/06).

E Recommendations for the EU SDS review

Not covered.
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5 Ireland

Relatively early SDS with focus on environmental integration, 
continued in update 2002 as environmental problems remain 
challenging (impacts of the “Celtic tiger”)
• Ireland prepared a SD strategy relatively early (1997) with a focus on

environmental integration, which was continued in the 2002 update

document: the environmental impacts of the strong economic growth of

the 1990s need ongoing emphasis.

• The architecture of the SDS is not fully clear and partly appears as a

compilation of ongoing policies.  Quantitative objectives are largely miss-

ing, as is a review mechanism.

• The current lead of the Ministry of Environment is mainly not questioned,

due to the environmental focus, but commitment of some key Ministries

remains limited.

• Linking to the (regional and) local level does not function well, and

reveals some difficulties and deficits in the (spatial, development, local)

planning system.  Recent reform of local government structures has facili-

tated some progress in advancing local sustainability but a stronger

emphasis on integrated thinking and enhanced public participation will

be required to underpin and sustain progress.

• The EU SDS is referred to, but not systematically linked; instead the 6th

EAP was used for structuring the 2002 update.  Targets at EU level would

be useful for Ireland.

• With a corporatist background of the country, wider stakeholder consul-

tation has become more common over time, and is also reflected in the

establishment of the SD council. But SD principles are not yet embedded

in some key policy areas (e.g budget and transport), which do not see

such a broader consultation.

• The SD council is considered a good mechanism, and welcomed as a

driver for SD policies.
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Abbreviations
PM Prime Minister (the position of Head of Government is called Prime Minister, in Gaelic

“Taoiseach”)

Ministries In Ireland all Ministries are called “Departments”; in this chapter the more common

term “Ministry” is used, unless otherwise specified.

MinE In Ireland it is the Department (Ministry) of the Environment, Heritage and Local

Governments (DOEHLG).
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A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
Phase of Environmental Policy

1990 Environmental Action Program,

followed by numerous environmental strategies and legislation

1993 Creation of the Environmental Protection Agency

Green 2000 Advisory Group1 stresses the relationship between

environmental protection and economic and social develop-

ment

1994 National Development Plan 1994 – 1999 (includes commit-

ments for investments in water and waste water services)

1995 Review of recent environmental policy and developments

(“Moving towards Sustainability”2) by the Ministry of

Environment and Local Government - a preparation document

for the SDS, which has also seen some consultation. 

SDS development

1994 Change of government

April 1997 Adoption of the national SDS, followed by several sectoral

policies, strategies and measures as outlined in the SDS

later in 1997 Elections 

1999 Comhar – the National Sustainable Development Partnership

(SD council) established

1999 National Development Plan 2000 – 2006 (boosting investment

in infrastructure, including environment related)

Guidelines on “eco-auditing” on plans and programmes (MinE)

“Ireland’s Environment – A Millennium Report” (EPA)

2001 Revised guidelines on Local Agenda 21 (“Towards Sustainable

Local Communities”) by Ministry of Environment and Local

Government

2002 Progress report and update of the SDS “Making Ireland’s

Development Sustainable”, as Irish contribution to the WSSD 

National Spatial Strategy (MinE)

2004 Kinsale Conference “Challenges and Opportunities for SD in an

enlarged EU”3 as part of Irish EU Presidency programme

Assessment:

Preparing the SD strategy in 1997 was largely triggered by the need for a

national response to Agenda 21 and national preparations in the run-up to

Rio+5.  Also, a new centre-left coalition government came into office in 1994
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181

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

1 A stakeholder group, since long disbanded.

2 Key findings in DOELG, 2002, p. 33.

3 www.comharconference2004.ie



and committed itself in the government program to prepare a SD strategy.4

Largely because of a historical lack of heavy industry, Ireland maintained a

relatively pristine environment until well into the 20th century.  However,

environmental quality has deteriorated over the last 25 to 30 years, and

continues to face pressure under the impact of strong economic growth and

changing population and settlement patterns.  While progress has been

made in decoupling energy and materials intensity from economic growth,

and in reducing emissions from industry, absolute pressures on the environ-

ment have continued to increase.  Despite a buoyant economy, and relatively

low levels of unemployment, there is still significant poverty.  Levels of

homelessness, social exclusion and inequality are also increasing, notwith-

standing the high levels of economic growth.

Hence the 1997 SDS is primarily focused on policy areas that affect the envi-

ronment; this provided a rebalancing of the previous situation where envi-

ronment was not generally integrated into national policy.  Many economic

and social policy elements, as well as socio-economic stakeholder fora (cf.

ch. A.2 below), were already in place prior to the strategy and have been

further developed in parallel.  The strategy’s focus on integrating environ-

ment into the various policy sectors was very important, giving a new priority

to environment.

Ireland has seen rapid changes during the 1990s in many respects, mainly

associated with the nature and extent of economic growth (the “Celtic

tiger”).  The implications of these developments for the natural resource

base (actual or potential) had not become fully evident in 1997, and hence

the 2002 update focuses primarily on the environment–economy link, with

emphasis inter alia on eco-efficiency, recent developments in social policies,

promoting greater participation in, and ownership of, SD on the part of

stakeholders, including as part of Local Agenda 21.5

The (still) relative focus on environmental integration is seen as necessary,

given the state of environment in the country.  The 1997 SDS gave the frame-

work for more strategic environmental policy, which still faced cleaning-up

challenges and prevention of further pollution.  The latter, and particularly

the impact of the “Celtic tiger”, was first underestimated, and hence the

2002 update was meant to tackle this.  With slowing down of the economic

boom around 2001, a greater emphasis on issues like competitiveness has

now become more evident.

It is however a weakness of the SDS and the update document 2002 that both

do not have many quantified objectives in sectoral policy areas that have

negative impacts on the environment (cf. ch. A.1.3).  It might also be in some

ways impractical that the 1997 SDS remains in place: for the user it is difficult

to identify what exactly remains in place, as the 2002 document is more than

a progress report because it partly sets new priorities (cf. ch. A.1.3).

The 1997 SDS is also criticised for lack of a vision that brings together the

strategy and other policies6.  This was improved with the update 2002: By
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4 Mullally, 2004, p. 6.

5 DOELG, 2002, p. 7.

6 Comhar, 2001.
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then the National Climate Change Strategy had been adopted as had the

National Anti-Poverty Strategy, National Biodiversity and National Heritage

Plans; and the adoption of the National Spatial Strategy was pending; all

were cross-referenced under this over-arching framework of the SDS.

Putting environment policies in the wider framework of SD altogether is still

more in the starting phase.  Environmental policy and integration seems to

be taken seriously, as numerous activities (strategies, legislation, invest-

ments) indicate.  Although considerable resources for the implementation of

the Strategy measures have been made available through the National

Development Plan 2000-2006 and the programmes of the various govern-

ment departments and agencies, at a more fundamental level the National

Development Plan (NDP) does not fully reflect the SDS.  As a result, there is

a need to reinforce the Strategy objectives and measures and ensure that

they are more closely adhered to in the implementation of the NDP.  Several

Strategy measures, particularly in relation to transport and energy, have

been overtaken by economic growth.  A fully implemented Sustainable

Development Strategy, at the centre of national policy, would ensure that

sustainability was not compromised by such pressures. Meanwhile the mid-

term review of the operational programmes under the NDP identified the

need for more systematic sustainability appraisals, e.g. in the transport

sector, and also some horizontal issues are partly being addressed in the

monitoring and implementation of these operational programmes.

The political commitments of successive governments since 1994 have

contributed significantly to the preparation and implementation of the SDS

and, overall, changes in government coalitions (1997, 2002) seem not to

have had an unduly negative influence on the SD processes in the political

context.

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
The 1997 SDS was prepared under the direction of a cabinet committee,

chaired by the Ministry of Environment and Local Government, which also

has the lead responsibility, and was adopted by the cabinet.  The 2002

update was prepared by the MinE.  Institutional mechanisms established to

advance the legislative framework which support the SDS include an “envi-

ronmental network of government departments”, in which the environmental

units of the relevant Ministries participate7, as well as the parliamentary

sub-committee on sustainable development8.

The lead responsibility of the MinE is mainly not questioned (yet), which in

large part goes back to the predominant environmental focus of the strategy,

though the Ministry of Environment reflects on the appropriate lead, particu-

larly when the definition of SD becomes more overarching.  It is appreciated

that previously not included Ministries like the one for education are now

also part of the “environment network”.  Because of the small country (and
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7 Comprising the following Departments:  Environment and Local Government, Taoiseach’s (Prime Minister’s

Office), Finance, Agriculture, Enterprise, Trade and Employment, Communications, Marine and Natural

Resources, Transport, Education at the senior level (#Directors of Policy Units).

8 Retitled the Joint Committee on Environment and Local Government after the 2002 General Election (cf. ch. A.1.3.2).
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administration), the government departments are relatively ‘close’ to each

other, and there are many inter-departmental committees across all sectors.

It was also assessed as positive for integration that the environment portfo-

lio used to be combined with the Ministry of Transport until Ministries were

reorganised following the 2002 General Election.

On the other hand difficulties within Ministries are identified, such as defi-

cient links between the environment policy division and the planning division

within the MinE.

A lead from the PM office is partly seen as critical for moving the process

forward.  The PM office so far has become involved in some work on social

and environment indicators, and it participates in the “social partnerships”

(cf. ch. A.2 below).

Assessment:

Involving other Ministries, and getting them committed to the SD agenda,

will most likely remain a challenge not easy to meet in the current structure.

Particularly in the situation that the Prime Minister (Taoiseach) has its own

‘Ministry’, which plays a key role in driving Irish policy-making across many

fields and the PM having a strong position9, could make it plausible if this

“Department of the Taoiseach” took the lead for SD policies.  The other key

player is the Ministry of Finance, which covers much of financial and

economic policies and for the National Development Plan.  On the other hand

government decisions are made by the cabinet only, which is typically posi-

tive for cross-cutting demands.

Launched as a management initiative by the PM, each government depart-

ment is required to prepare its own “statement of strategy”, covering policy

issues, which was supposedly followed by all.  The impact of these strate-

gies is though questionable.  The MinE is currently working on its new strat-

egy for beyond 2005.10

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
The 1st SDS adopted in 1997 had no fixed term, but was updated as a contri-

bution for the WSSD.  This 2002 document was meant to be a progress

report and an overall update (partly reviewing priorities), seeking to build on

the strategy, by “placing it more fully in the context of environmental chal-

lenges associated with the stage of economic development which Ireland has

now reached…”11.

The 1997 strategy remains in place as the “pre-eminent statement of SD poli-

cies in Ireland”12.  There is no systematic monitoring process foreseen.

Whilst the former might have some benefits for the long-term perspective (cf.

below), the latter is rather deficient.  At least from a practical point of view it

is unfortunate that the 2002 update did not lead to a revised, and hence 2nd

SDS, which from then on could be referred to.  As things stand, it remains
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9 Elvert, 2003, p. 272.

10 The previous was in place for 2001 – 2004 (DOELG, 2001).

11 DOELG, 2002, p. 7.

12 DOELG, 2002, p. 90.
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unclear what stays in place, and what is new after 2002.

Switching from the sectoral approach in 1997 to one with priorities and

objectives is probably favourable, but falls short in clarity and cross-refer-

ence (cf. B).

Besides the above mentioned coordination mechanism, and the role that the

SD council (Comhar, cf. ch. A.3) and the parliamentary sub-committee on

environment and local government (cf. ch. A.1.3.2 below) play in monitoring,

there is no specific and/or cross-sectoral monitoring unit within government.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

It is stated that the 1997 SDS focuses more on actions, without setting

targets.  For the 2002 update some indicators were used to measure

progress in certain priority fields (the ones of the EU 6th EAP where chosen).

They had not been fixed in the 1997 strategy, but were chosen by the MinE

on the basis of most appropriateness.

As the SDS does not have a systematic monitoring system, there are no

general timetables.  Strategies and policies developed in the framework of

the SDS13 typically have qualitative objectives, but rather few national quan-

titative targets (some in social policy, some for waste, one for water meter-

ing by 200614).  These targets are set and monitored by the respective

Ministries, which is not documented in the SDS (update document).  In rele-

vant policy fields the SDS (here: the 2002 update document) refers to EU or

international targets15.

The lack of quantitative targets is criticised as a deficiency of the 1997 SDS

and the 2002 update.  Setting national targets is considered as rather diffi-

cult, and EU targets in place make it easier to secure acceptance at a

national level, which also would apply to an EU SDS with targets and timeta-

bles (even if not legally binding).

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament 

As elsewhere it is also stated in Ireland that a long-term perspective is diffi-

cult to achieve, because not only politicians strongly tend to remain bound

to the short-term, but also civil servants tend to be caught in day-to-day

business.

The structural situation though might be relatively favourable, as there have

been typically coalition governments, and also minority governments, since

the 1980s with one party always being the largest fraction.16 On the other

hand the election system causes politicians to be strongly bound to the local

level17 and hence fosters a certain clientele attitude18, which hampers a

long-term orientation and affects inter alia attempts for improving housing

and planning guidelines (cf. ch. A.1.4 and D.2).
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13 or in reality independent from it, but referred to in the 2002 update document

14 DOELG, 2002, p. 92 – 97.

15 Kyoto Protocol, Phosphorous Regulation, EU National Emissions Ceilings Directive.

16 Elvert, 2003, p. 267 and 271.

17 E.g. national politicians hold ‘clinics’ (office hours) in their local areas.

18 Elvert, 2003, p. 287/288.
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There used to be a Joint Parliamentary Sub-committee on SD (a standing

committee)19, which dealt with the SDS 1997.  This sub-committee was not

re-established following the 2002 General Election, but was succeeded by a

Joint Committee on Environment and Local Government, which in 2002

agreed the “Government’s Review, Assessment and Future Action” in the run

up to Johannesburg.  The reasons for this change are not fully clear.  The first

committee seemed to have a more overarching ambition, but in reality dealt

mainly with environment policies (given the focus of the SDS).  With this

situation and the responsibility of the MinE for the SDS the Parliament

apparently ‘re-sectoralized’ SD policies.

Long-term objectives are not in place, as setting targets is considered in

general as difficult.  As the SDS does not have a ‘term’, there are no conflicts

with government terms.  The relation of the SDS and government programs

or coalition agreements does not seem to play a role (yet), as the SDS has

not yet reached an overarching character.

1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy

There are no signs of a too rigid “planning” approach in Ireland, maybe even

the opposite applies: In classical planning domains like land use planning

the notion of “freedom” still dominates the need for a more regulative or

stricter planning approach, which causes problems regarding SD objectives

(cf. ch. A.1.4 and D.2).  Overall, for the country it is stated that a regulatory

approach does not work well, due to historical roots.20 Also the lack of a

systematic monitoring system, and only few quantitative targets in place,

suggests that the approach is rather too loose.  Existing targets and their

monitoring should be reflected in one single document (the SDS (progress

report) for example).  The priority fields are not yet structured with a

convincing architecture, though this exercise is a bit easier in the case of a

strong environment focus.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
The sub-national level of Ireland is made up of 29 County Councils and five

City Councils (elected councillors) operating under the coordination and

supervision of the Department of the Environment (since 2003: the

Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government).  In 1994

eight regional administrations were established, covering in each case

several counties, which was mainly driven by EU Structural Funds

Regulations.  They do not have any executive responsibility, but their princi-

pal mandate is to promote the co-ordination of public services at the

regional level.21

In general Ireland is characterised as being rather centralised.  Local authori-

ties though have an independent power with the competence to adopt local
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19 “Joint” meaning that the committee is ‘cross-party’ with members from the Upper and Lower House (i.e

“Dail” and “Seanad”).

20 Having been under English rule for long limes has caused opposition to authorities.  Also, the attachment to

(own) land is very strong.  As key issue it is stated how to balance the constitutional “right to private

property” with “the common good”.

21 Mullaly, 2004, p. 4.
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development plans, and there is no regular system of checks or approval by

a higher level, which has caused problems of implementing national (plan-

ning) strategies and its SD elements.  Some corruption scandals in planning

in recent years, though being a much wider societal and governance issue,

partly reveal this problem. 

The 1997 SDS already said that there should be further streamlining of the

planning system, and the “introduction of accelerated planning procedures

for major projects involving significant employment and added value”22.

This finally took place with the Planning Act of 2000, which consolidated

previous legislation and introduced “proper planning and sustainable devel-

opment” as well as Strategic Environmental Assessment for all plans on

country, regional and local level; these are regarded as positive develop-

ments.

The National Spatial Strategy of 2002 is criticised though for lack of consis-

tency with the SDS, for example with identifying too many growth centres, a

lack of priority for public transport, and ambiguity on one-off rural housing;

and overall for not being based on the principles of SD (cf. lacking links

within the MinE, ch. A.1.2).  One of the greatest concerns, reflected in much

divisive public debate and comment, is the issue of new housing in the coun-

tryside.  “Sustainable Rural Housing” Guidelines were published in draft

format in early 2004 and have received some public criticism for a perceived

relaxation of planning controls for housing in the countryside.

For some time environmental/nature NGOs23 have opposed new building

developments in the countryside (“urban generated one-off housing”).  They

have been accused of having an ‘urban’ view only, “not understanding the

concerns of those who make their living in the countryside”.  There are

significant challenges to be addressed in the implementation of a more

sustainable policy on rural housing, not only in the physical planning

context, e.g. design, sites and location, but also the broader socio-economic

concerns such as rural depopulation, land affordability, land tenure, accessi-

bility and infrastructure provision.

Overall, there is a certain hierarchy in the planning system, with the National

Development Plan (NDP: infrastructure, investment for sectors, prepared by

the Ministry of Finance), broken down to the local level through “Community

Support Frameworks (CSF)”.  For spatial planning there is the National

Spatial Strategy (NSS, prepared by the MinE), Regional Planning Guidelines

(currently under consultation) are meant to reflect national legislation and

principles, and local planning authorities having had a statutory responsibil-

ity to prepare and review City and County Development Plans24 (since the

1960s).  The NSS and Regional Planning Guidelines provide the framework

for current and future Development Plans.  Both the regional guidelines and

the city and county development plans (and local area plans sub-ordinate to

them) though are approved by local authorities at the county or regional
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22 Government of Ireland, 1997, p. 12.

23 primarily led by An Taisce the oldest environmental and conservation NGO in Ireland

24 Smaller urban authorities; Town Councils also prepare development plans – for the most part prepared by

the relevant County Council on their behalf.
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level, i.e. in this case by the elected local representatives, who have quite

possibly certain local interests.  The MinE may intervene in relation to adop-

tion or review of development plans but these powers have been rarely exer-

cised.  Local planning authorities (i.e. the executive public service) also exer-

cise a development control function, because they decide on applications for

planning permission.  In addition to this system, following a process of local

government reform, in 2000 County Development Boards were established

(‘partnership approach’, i.e. a councillors and stakeholder composition) and

required to produce 10-year strategies for the economic and social develop-

ment for the county.  As local government reform is apparently still ongoing

there is no coordination yet with the City and County Development Plans and

their Boards and the planning authority of a county.25 But the MinE issued

guidelines (to be reviewed in 2005), and studies have been commissioned,

inter alia on the operation of the Boards. 

In the1997 SDS the government requests all local authorities to complete a

Local Agenda 21 (LA 21) for their areas by 199826.  An Environmental

Partnership Fund was established by the MinE to support the implementa-

tion of the SDS at local level, which has enabled a wide range of on-the-

ground projects to be undertaken by local authorities and NGOs in partner-

ship at local level, with or without a LA 21 approach.27 Nevertheless,

specific implementation of the strategy at local authority level was first

poorly resourced, and formal adoption of the LA21 process has been consid-

erably delayed by the ongoing process of local government reform. 28

Revised LA 21 guidelines, issued by MinE in 2001, pointed to new opportuni-

ties to underpin LA 21 processes within the new institutional structures, e.g.

County and City Development Boards and Strategic Policy Committees, and

while there has been progress in some areas, problems of fragmentation in

others, and disparate patterns of public participation persist.

2 Non-governmental actors
Ireland is characterised by a basically corporatist structure, and at the same

time ‘alternative’ forms of non-governmental organisations have not yet

played a relevant role in policy-making, though this has started to change in

recent years.29

The MinE supports environmental NGOs, which are still relatively weak,

underdeveloped and low in membership.  The 1997 SDS emphasises the

need for a partnership approach between government, socio-economic part-

ners and NGOs, both on national and local level, as an underlying para-

digm.30

Both the employers’ federation (and bodies that represent SMEs) and trade

unions have been influential players with strong lobbying lines into govern-
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25 On local sustainability and planning cf.: Centre of Cross Border Studies (2004): Towards a Green Isle Local

Sustainable Development in the Island of Ireland, published June 2004. www.crossborder.ie.

26 Government of Ireland, 1997, p. 197.

27 Comhar, 2001, p. 5.

28 Comhar, 2001, p. 5 and 8.

29 Elvert, 2003, p. 281 and 288.

30 Government of Ireland, 1997.
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ment.  There are institutionalised mechanisms like the National Partnership

Committee, succeeding the National Wage Agreement of the 1980s, which is

a social partnership of business, trade unions, government and other stake-

holder groups, both negotiating on wages for the private and public sector

and for about the past 10 years also dealing with social and economic poli-

cies.  The PM office participates in this partnership, which hence acts at the

highest level.

Another institutionalised stakeholder body is the National Economic and

Social Council (established 1973), which prepares reports that form the

framework for negotiation of the national agreements.31 It has no environ-

mental membership, but has been involved in work on an approach to

national progress indicators for sustainable economic, social and environ-

mental development.  A third body, also without members from the environ-

ment side, is the National Economic and Social Forum (established 1993),

which is meant to reach “wider national consensus” on social policy initia-

tives with a special focus on unemployment.32

Farmers’ associations and the catholic church are also traditionally influen-

tial, though the role of the latter has decreased during recent years.33

The relatively strong stakeholder approach in Ireland is for example also

reflected at the local level with County Development Boards composed of

local councillors and stakeholder groups as an attempt to achieve a consen-

sus view for the long-term development of a county.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Increasingly, companies in Ireland are reporting on Corporate Social

Responsibility.  A specialist organisation has recently been established in

Dublin that supports companies to integrate socially responsible business

practices into the mainstream of their business practice.  Business in the

Community - Ireland is a non-profit organisation and its services to business

include CSR Policy & Practice Development, Employer Supported

Volunteering and Educational Partnerships.  Business in the Community is so

far supported by 21 major companies who are committed to driving forward

the movement of corporate social responsibility in Ireland.34

These initiatives, and the approach to CSR in general, are more focused on

social aspects and not necessarily identified as an SD initiative, although

many of the companies would also have environmental instruments like ISO

14001 in place.

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
Wider consultation with interest groups has increased for many government

strategies, and was further developed for the consultation process that was
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31 www.nesc.ie

32 www.nesf.ie

33 Elvert, 2003, p. 284 – 287.

34 To date, the Founder Members of the organisation are: Aer Rianta, Allied Irish Bank, Anglo Irish Bank, An Post,

Bank of Ireland, Cantrell & Cochrane Group, Cap Gemini Ernst & Young, Coillte, Eagle Star Life Assurance of

Ireland, Eircom, Ericsson, Esat, ESB, Green Isle Foods, Guinness, IBM, Johnson & Johnson, KPMG, Marks &

Spencer, Penneys & Tesco Ireland. (NB: This initiative looks similar to “Econsense” in Germany).
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undertaken in the preparation of the SD strategy.  A major consultative

process was involved in determining the structure and terms of reference of

the SD council Comhar (cf. ch. A.3 below).  However, broader participation

and consultation is still deficient in some major policy areas.  For example,

despite the implications of the National Development Plan for sustainable

development, the SD council was not consulted on its preparation.

The form of the consultation process for the SDS (and update) is not criti-

cised: a national conference had been organised prior to the adoption of SDS

in 1997, and interested parties were invited to attend and contribute.  For the

2002 update, SDS stakeholder involvement was carried out via the SDC only,

mainly due to the time constraints in the run up to the WSSD. 

The 1997 SDS emphasised that governments alone cannot guarantee the

achievement of sustainable development, but need the support of all sections

of society, including individual citizens.  Consistent with this, the Minister for

Environment and Local Government launched an environmental awareness

campaign in December 1999.  Under the theme of “The Environment: It’s Easy

to Make a Difference”, the overall aim is to encourage people to identify and

pursue more environmentally sustainable behaviour.  The campaign was

considered as successful, and the Environmental Information Service (ENFO),

placed in the centre of Dublin, has also attracted public interest.

3 SD council (Comhar)
Comhar, the national sustainable development partnership (SD council), was

established in 1999 as a forum for national consultation and dialogue on all

issues surrounding Ireland’s pursuit of SD.  Such a creation was foreseen

indirectly in the 1997 SDS, which emphasises a partnership approach and

intends to establish a “foundation for good partnerships with non-govern-

mental interests”35.

Comhar’s terms of reference are to advance the national agenda for sustain-

able development, to evaluate progress in this regard, to assist in devising

suitable mechanisms and advising on their implementation, and to

contribute to the formation of a national consensus in these regards.

Its 25 members are drawn from five nominating panels, comprising 59 rele-

vant national organisations from: (i) the State sector, (ii) economic sectors,

(iii) environmental NGOs, (iv) social/community NGOs and (v) the profes-

sional/academic sector.  In addition, the Chairman of the Parliamentary

Committee on Environment and Local Government is an ex-officio member of

Comhar.36 It acts as a think-tank from a civil society and stakeholder point

of view.

Comhar’s terms of reference allow it to address issues and make recommen-

dations either on its own initiative or at the request of any government

Minister.  The latter is perceived as a matter of recognition, and not as a

means for influencing the council’s agenda.  It may address its recommenda-

tions to any Minister, sector or the general public.  Its own initiatives and

agenda dominate (e.g. it agrees on a three year work plan).  With its link to
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36 The possibility of attending SDC’s meetings has not yet been taken up.
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the MinE, and also the lead responsibility of this Ministry for the SDS, this

relationship is the closest within government.  It faces the challenge to

become acknowledged as overarching, in a situation where there are (other)

traditional stakeholder institutions, which mainly involve only the social

partners.

3.1 Role and functions of the SD council
Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

As the SDC was only established in 1999, its input to the SDS started with

the 2002 update document, for which the government had asked for input.

The council is regularly asked for advice and comments on significant policy

proposals, mainly by the MinE.  It has a monitoring role vis-à-vis the SDS.

Recent key recommendations and advice on SD-related policies include37: 

• Recommendations on proposals for carbon energy taxation, October 2003

(sent to the Ministry of Finance);

• Comments on the Draft Guidelines for Regional and Planning Authorities

on Strategic Environmental Assessment, April 2004 (sent to the MinE);

• Recommendations on Draft Guidelines to Planning Authorities on

Sustainable Rural Housing, April 2004 (sent to the Environment Minister);

• Recommendations on the Review of Local Government Financing, October

2004 (sent to the MinE);

• Recommendations on the Implementation and Review of the National

Biodiversity Plan, November 2004 (sent to MinE).

General functions, - views are shared by the council and government:

° Advisory board to the government: challenging from an independent civil

society point of view;

° reminder/watchdog for the holistic/integrated and long-term view: moni-

toring progress under the SDS and reviewing relevant policy proposals;

° think-tank;

° stakeholder/expert dialogue ‘among each other’; consensus building

among the members is desirable (and takes place) and is important for a

consensus-based country, and at the same time helps clarify the areas of

disagreement (to the government); trying to break down barriers between

different stakeholders;

° stakeholder members to take the views into their organisations (which is

not requested, but happens in most cases); 

° agenda setting and tackling difficult policy issues (“communicate to

government which difficult decisions have to be taken”); 

° encourage and stimulate good practice;

° increase awareness of SD (e.g. current pilot projects on SD awareness

and education).

The council is represented on 8 monitoring committees for the National

Development Plan and Operational Programmes for EU funding, to provide an

integrated assessment.
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3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Council members operate on an equal footing:

• The council has a cooperative approach with consensus aimed at - there

is no majority voting.  The atmosphere ranges between open and informal

brainstorming on themes and strategic issues, to some combating of the

stakeholder groups.

• It has an independent status, with some members from the state/public

sector (local municipalities, county councils, EPA, and one from the

MinE).

• “Double-hat” of council members:  The council is in an in-between situa-

tion, moving from the representational type to the more deliberative

type.  There are different opinions and often strongly held views, but no

conflicts have arisen from the “double-hat” situation: As council

members had asked about their role, a “Members Handbook” was issued,

which addresses the need for members to make a distinction between

their own organisations view and that of the SDC.  This issue occurs

particularly for those members who are members of monitoring commit-

tees for the Operational Programmes (cf. above).

• Council members coming from NGOs tend to feel less strong than those

from other, more traditional stakeholder organisations.  Partly there is

the function allocated to the SD council to giving environmental NGOs a

platform for expressing their views; for reasons of ‘equal footing’ this

appears as not very favourable.  The business community was asked by

government to participate in the SD council (as “obligation”), in addition

to their other opportunities for influencing policies, which might be an

indicator of the traditionally strong links to government.  The benefit for

business lies in gathering information on environment policy, and to get

its voice heard.

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

The role of the above mentioned National Economic and Social Council

regarding influence on policy-making is assessed differently, ranging from a

low role as being only a research institution to having a powerful role and

“competing” with the SD council.  Particularly the environmental NGOs feel

that way, as they are only represented in the SD council, which still has to

earn its reputation and become influential, whereas the other bodies have a

long tradition.  The National Economic and Social Forum supposedly has

become more visible recently, and the SD council has started to establish

contacts with it.

Relation to government departments:

There is a close relationship to the MinE, to which the SD council is linked,

and is has one member (out of 25).  Only very few links to other Ministries

exist (e.g. agriculture, enterprise, trade and employment).  The council is

consulted by the MinE on any new significant policy initiative, and receives

drafts for comments under rules of confidentiality.  The MinE would like to
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see colleagues in other government departments consult more with the SD

council.

3.3 Achievements of the council
1 Government’s view

• Valued as a stakeholder advisory body with high quality work; inde-

pendent input is appreciated;

• it is beneficial that the SDC may address issues that are difficult for

the government, and that it is

• working on consensus building among stakeholders.

2 SDC’s view

• Significant contributions to the 2002 update of the SDS;

• it stimulated the ‘pillars’ and gave feed back from the council’s point

of view;

• the council triggered the government to commission a study to evalu-

ate the consequences of introducing new levies on certain types of

waste and litter (chewing gum, ATM receipts and fast food packag-

ing);

• work on biodiversity: a successful “pamphlet” was issued (a booklet

written in provocative style by a well-known author, advocating

action38); a new working group was formed in 2004 which has made

recommendations on the mid-term review of the National Biodiversity

Plan;

• advice on economic instruments for waste (cf. above, proposals are

currently with government);

• two pilot projects on awareness of and education for sustainable

development: one programme for schools, and one for civil society

groups, both of which include demonstration actions helping to

mobilise support for SD “on the ground”.

The council’s current priority fields, for which it has established Working

Groups, mainly reflect what turned out to be ‘difficult’ fields (cf. ch. D.2): 

• biodiversity,

• climate change,

• housing and spatial planning,

• waste,

• awareness and education,

• international issues.

Working Groups meet on an ad-hoc basis and as often as is necessary to

deliver the task at hand.  For example, the Climate Change Working Group

met frequently in order to prepare a submission for the Minister for the

Environment on the review of the National Climate Change Strategy and a

subsequent submission to the Minister of Finance on the issue of carbon

taxation.  In the initial submission to the Minister for the Environment in

2002, two different views on emission trading and carbon tax were put
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forward, while in the subsequent submission to the Ministry of Finance there

was agreement on the issue of carbon taxation (after the government had

given signals for moving towards a carbon tax).  Similarly, other working

groups meet more frequently as time-frame for the task demands – the

Biodiversity Working Group has met at approximately 3 week intervals over

the period of May to September 2004 in order to prepare recommendations

on the review of the National Biodiversity Plan.

Overall the council received quite some credit for its work from all intervie-

wees.  It is still seen to be in an experimental phase, particularly in the rela-

tionship to other stakeholder bodies in the socio-economic field, and to

working on an ‘esprit de corps’.

The council sees it as a future challenge that its principles for SD should be

developed into a policy framework.  It is also stated that it should try to

focus more on strategic issues, instead of getting dissipated in local prob-

lems, mainly because it is difficult to build up momentum on the local level,

which is too fragmented.

Success-factors of a SD council 

° Independence: members should not represent their organisation but act

as individuals with the experience of their organisation as background; 

° Try to develop an attitude of experimentation with open dialogue and

enthusiasm;

° Gaining acknowledgement of the government and other stakeholder part-

nerships through quality of work, and getting to agreements between

stakeholders;

° Strong chair and well-acknowledged personalities as council members39;

° Good links into government. 
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B Themes and scope

The 1997 SDS has in principle a comprehensive aspiration, but it focuses on

environmental integration in

• strategic sectors (agriculture, forestry, marine resources, energy, indus-

try, transport, tourism and trade), and

• supporting sectors (environmental quality, spatial planning and land use,

the built environment, public action and awareness, and Ireland’s inter-

national role).40

The update document of 2002 includes the social dimension a bit more, but

mainly emphasises the environment–economy link, given the pressures on

the environment due to the economic boost in the 1990s, whose effects on

the environment were only then fully realised.

The 2002 update takes up seven themes with 12 connected principles as

proposed by Comhar.41 Government commits it self to pursue SD over the

next decade, and sets out five key objectives:42

• keeping the economy competitive in a rapidly changing world, including

the pursuit of greater eco-efficiency,

• providing a stronger basis for further economic prosperity,

• bringing about a fairer and more inclusive Ireland,

• promoting and securing a high quality environment,

• contributing well to sustainable development at the global level.

These objectives do not fully fit with the subsequent sub-chapters:

• eco-efficiency,

• quality of life, covering awareness-raising for more sustainable consump-

tion,

• social policy: implementing the revised National Anti Poverty Strategy

(NAPS), which sets partly quantitative targets (e.g. for poverty reduction,

level of social welfare, education, gaps in premature mortality between

the lowest and highest socio-economic groups).

The following policy priorities are then stated (covering largely the environ-

ment dimension):

• climate change: meet the commitments of the Kyoto protocol (currently

exceeded), further implementation of the National Climate Change

Strategy (2000) and intensify work in the sectors concerned (energy,

transport, industry/commercial/services, agriculture, forestry, housing);

also, the groundwork will be laid to meet more stringent commitments in

the post 2008–2012 period;

• nature, biodiversity and heritage: implement the National Biodiversity

Plan of 2002 and the National Heritage Plan of 2002;
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• environment and health: improve river water quality (reference to the EU

Water Framework Directive), major investments in waster water treatment

(funds allocated by the National Development Plan and the Water

Services Investment Program), increase efforts to reduce nutrients input

from agriculture, improve air quality (reference to the EU National

Emissions Ceilings Directive);

• waste management: as the government policy states (“Preventing and

recycling waste: delivering change” of 2002) a dramatic change is needed

from reliance on landfill in favour of an integrated waste management

policy which prioritises minimisation.  This document includes quantita-

tive targets, which are repeated in the SDS.

Several cross-sectoral priorities are included in addition, such as:

• the National Spatial Strategy: will have a 20-year time frame and will set

out for the first time a long-term national framework to achieve a more

balanced regional development in Ireland;

• “working with the market”;

• regulatory reform;

• Strategic Environmental Assessment (principles of the EU SEA Directive

have already been incorporated in the Planning and Development Act of

2000; the EU Directive was transposed in July 2004 and will be applied to

all sectors according to the Directive);

• Local Agenda 21 (revised guidelines on LA 21, cf. ch. A.1.4);

• non-governmental organisations (maximise participation through fora

such as the SD council);

• research: EPA to produce a comprehensive assessment of the state of

environment in Ireland;

• continue the work on indicators.

Altogether, as already stated above, the architecture for priority fields, prin-

ciples, objectives and targets (only stemming from other strategies), and the

relation of the different government strategies with each other and to the

SDS, are not fully plausible.  Preparing the strategy is seen as a process of

mutual influence: policies already in place feed into the strategy, which is

then meant to set an overall context and other policies fill in.  Nevertheless

the impression prevails, that the SDS update rather compiles what is already

going on, without scrutinising or reflecting on priorities.
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C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international 

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
The 1997 SDS was influenced by a wider range of documents including

Agenda 21, the 5th EAP and the 1996 State of Environment Report.

The 2002 SDS (update) also refers to international policy frameworks and

measures national progress for the priority fields of the 6th EAP (climate

change, nature and biodiversity, environment and health, resource efficiency

and waste management) with related indicators.43

Within the Ministry of Environment there is both a unit for the national SDS,

which is also responsible for the EU SDS, and a unit ‘environment interna-

tional’ (including overall EU policy coordination), with close relationships

between the two.  Overall, it is stated that in a small country responsibilities

tend to be overlapping, and the links are short within and between

Ministries.  Hence the institutional situation for linking the national and the

EU SDS is favourable.

Nevertheless the 2002 SDS (update) refers to the EU SDS, and explains its

content, but does not explicitly reflect the national priorities on the basis of

the EU ones, though it is stated that the strategy “requested the Council of

Ministers to develop arrangements for implementing the EU SDS”44.  EU

targets in place improve acceptance on the national level, which would also

apply to the EU SDS even if not legally binding, enhanced by the fact that it

is endorsed by the European Council (Heads of Government).

The 6th EAP provided a more appropriate framework for the priorities of the

Irish SDS.

The overall attitude towards the EU tends to be positive, with EU legislation

as a driving force for moving forward in environment policies, and structural

funds having supported the boosting of economic development in the coun-

try.  Ireland considers itself as playing an active role at EU level and not

being a passive recipient.

2 SD council (Comhar): European and international 
dimension

The SDC has been involved in European co-operation through EEAC since

200245, given an earlier domestic focus including some internal restructuring

of the council.  It was very active in the course of the Irish EU Presidency,

including co-organising the conference on Challenges and Opportunities for

Sustainable Development in an Enlarged EU (April 2004)46, and gave recom-

mendations on the review of the EU SDS (October 2004).

Other international activities of the SDC included:

• Bi-lateral meeting with UK SDC in February 2004;
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• Promotion of UNEP activities, together with ENFO (the information serv-

ice of the MinE) and representation on UNEP’s network on National

Committees;

• Representation (as rapporteur) at UNEP’s Global Civil Society Forum in

Korea in March 2004;

• Presentation to UN CSD 12 in New York in April 2004;

• Representation at Learning to Change our World, an international consul-

tation on education for sustainable development held in Göteborg,

Sweden, May 2004.

The SDC has considered the EU SDS in its advice for the 2002 national SDS

update. 

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
The Lisbon process and Spring Summits are coordinated by the PM Office,

which leads a so-called Lisbon group of senior officials.  The Director General

for Environment (as well as other relevant Ministries) is a member of this

group, and tries to ensure that the environmental dimension is taken on

board.  Overall, the EU SDS is considered as adding the environmental

dimension to the Lisbon process.

The input to the Spring Summits is prepared by the above mentioned unit in the

Ministry of Environment that is responsible both for the national and EU SDS.

The SD council has not dealt with Spring Summits so far.

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

• climate change: carbon energy taxation; policy commitments for post 2012;

• chemicals;

• harmonised taxation would be desirable (Ireland is arguing for it at EU

level), but is considered as difficult because of unanimity; the govern-

ment had intended to introduce a national carbon tax with effect from 1st

January 2005, but abandoned this plan.

It is stated that any policy touching upon competitiveness is currently prob-

lematic not only in Ireland, but across Europe.

The open method of coordination is favoured to be used as a stepping stone

in policy fields in which the EU is not competent, in order to exchange best

practice.  A better system for sharing experiences should be established (like

the OECD peer review system).

Downstream impact - EU policies hampering national SD processes

Besides CAP, which also causes constraints for Ireland, nothing is addressed

(as EU policies are, the other way round, favourable for the national agenda).

Conditional targets and implementation

Do not exist in Ireland.



D Achievements and shortcomings in the national SD

agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
Overall the SD strategy is seen in the light that there is no panacea, and that

conflicts are endemic, as part of normal “give and take” between government

departments, and also between stakeholders.

• The SDS has increased awareness of the need for environmental policy

integration.  At the same time a more overarching approach is not yet in

place.

• Some progress has been made in sectoral policy fields, which were partly

triggered by the SDS and its review in 2002. 

• Getting other Ministries committed remains a challenge.

• The National Development Plan has to be put in the light of SD: some

progress has been made, but it remains quite challenging.

Achievements and failures in policy fields include:

• The review National Climate Change Strategy has been delayed (a revised

document is still awaited).  Following a public consultation process, the

government has abandoned plans to introduce carbon taxation from 1st

January 2005.

• Inclusion in the Planning and Development Act 2000, of sustainable

development as a yardstick against which development proposals are to

be evaluated, is a positive development; but the failure adequately to

address the proliferation of one-off housing in the countryside remains a

serious concern.  The draft Rural Housing Guidelines raise serious ques-

tions on principles of SD for government policy as continued since the

1997 SDS.

• The National Biodiversity Plan and the National Heritage Plan (both of

2002) and the establishment of extensive conservation areas for biodi-

versity are positive, but prioritised targets and timescales for species and

habitat protection and conservation are missing, and there is a need to

develop indicators to measure progress of conservation measures.

• The Waste Strategy of 2002, the establishment of a waste prevention

programme, the introduction of a plastic bag levy and the landfill levy, as

well as the establishment of the Office of Environmental Enforcement, are

all achievements.  Ongoing commitment is required to further develop

recycling infrastructure and promote education, awareness and behaviour

change.

• Agriculture: Concerted efforts by government and stakeholders are

required to meet the challenge of implementing the Water Framework

Directive; there has been significant investment in water services to meet

development needs, tackle water quality problems and upgrade rural

water supplies; adoption of water catchment strategies is an important

step in protecting and improving water quality in rivers and lakes.  The

delayed implementation of the Nitrates Directive remains a concern.
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• The draft Rural Housing Guidelines raise serious questions on principles

of SD for government policy as continued since the 1997 SDS.

• Energy efficiency has increased significantly and increased funding for

investments in renewable energy is now coming on-stream.

2 Most difficult policy fields
Significant environmental challenges remain in the areas of water (eutrophi-

cation) and air quality, ensuring protection of habitats and species, and dete-

rioration of the urban environment.  In addition, Ireland is experiencing

growing problems associated with changes in consumption patterns linked

to recent increases in per capita incomes, notably waste generation, trans-

port and urban sprawl, the latter two also arising from dispersed population.

These problems are seen as a product of increased economic activity of the

last 30 years, mirroring similar, but earlier, changes in other countries.

Policies preventing these developments earlier were not in place, so now a

catching-up is going on.

The main difficulties hence are:

Climate change/energy:

The burden sharing agreement levels are currently exceeded.  Overall energy

consumption levels with a low share in renewables outweigh relatively good

figures in energy intensity.  The abandonment of proposals for carbon taxa-

tion narrows the options for mechanisms in Ireland for encouraging reduc-

tions in greenhouse gases to meet its Kyoto obligations.

Waste management:

The policy field faces a serious backlog, as there was no legislation until 10

years ago, and there are management and service problems.  Business

considers progress as possible, as there are win-win situations.  There is a

strong resistance in the population against waste charges; recycling targets

are not met – recent trends in recycling of municipal waste are more encour-

aging but there remains a significant challenge to meet the national target of

35% by 2013.

Agriculture: 

Heavy nutrient input and delay in implementing the Nitrates Directive has

exposed rivers and lakes to ongoing pollution threats; after protracted

consultation and negotiation with relevant interests, the government intends

to apply an Action Plan to Ireland as a whole and this should lead to reduc-

tions in phosphorous and nitrate loadings from spreading of organic

manures.  Decoupling, a single payment system and cross compliance under

reformed CAP, should also bring benefits.  The implementation of the

Habitats Directive will be a major challenge.

Ire land -  Chal lenges  nat ional  SD st rategy

200

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



Transport: 

The previous phase, when the environment portfolio was together with road

transport in one Ministry up to 2002, is considered as having been beneficial

for environmental integration.  Nowadays there is strong political consensus

to continue giving priority to road infrastructure; this outweighs the institu-

tional advantage that road and rail is now in one Ministry.  In the five year

period up to 2003 there was a 127% increase in greenhouse gases in the

transport sector.

Air quality:

Inter alia difficulties with meeting the EU National Emission Ceilings.

Planning and housing

This is another field with structural difficulties, which lacks streamlining and

control of the planning system throughout the levels in general, and the

implementation of the SD principles of the national planning legislation in

local planning guidelines in particular.  Local Development Plans are adopted

by local councils without a systematic check by an upper level.

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Procedural: set quantitative targets and introduce a monitoring system;

improve the vertical link; lead responsibility might be reconsidered;

Content: work on progress in environmental integration, but strive for a more

overarching strategy as soon as possible; try to better integrate the

economic benefits of environmental policy;

Overall: better harmonisation, and having measureable targets in a single

document with appropriate time-frames.

4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as

follows47:

The SDS put issues on the agenda that had not been there before,

and addressed others differently than before; some progress has

been made in key policies like the National Development Plan;

/( ) Ireland seems to take seriously the need to tackle the backlog of

environmental problems; the state of environment at the same

time reveals that environmental policy was neglected during the

1990s; there are still challenges in pollution reduction and preven-

tion;

/( ) References to the EU SDS are not “linked” enough; national coor-

dination mechanisms are favourable for a better linkage;
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/( ) Stakeholder consultation has faced the challenge of opening up

towards interest groups that were not part of previous corporatist

arrangements; though wider consultation is now taken rather seri-

ously, the traditionally strong groups still prevail; the SD council

has played an increasing role in giving advice from an overall

stakeholders point of view;

/ The SDS is still focusing on environmental integration, which is

crucial for the country and hence so far appropriate; getting other

Ministries committed though will remain a challenge and joined-

up thinking is still lacking; the concept of SD in this situation

might face the problem of remaining environmentally biased; the

lead of the Ministry of Environment will have to be reflected upon,

at least when the SD agenda is moving towards a more overarch-

ing stage;

( )/ Vertical coordination is meeting challenges, particularly facing the

somehow weakly co-ordinated and controlled planning system for

land use and economic development;

Lack of (quantitative) targets and systematic monitoring for the

SDS.
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E Recommendations for the EU SDS review

The SDC recommends:

• The revised SDS should refocus on the imperative of greater environmen-

tal integration, notably in the transport and energy sectors, including

through the development of overall and sectoral objectives as well as of

effective monitoring mechanisms, and review and promote progress

towards agreed targets.

• There is a need to identify delivery gaps, intensify implementation meas-

ures, and foster better links with national sustainable strategies.  A

stronger political commitment and willingness to tackle difficult issues is

required. 

• A clear commitment is required to move away from unsustainable

patterns of production and consumption to a new pattern of responsible

competitiveness with a lighter environmental footprint, greater social

justice and investment in recovery of biodiversity and environmental

quality.

• The EU SDS is remote from the people; communication of sustainable

development in a more accessible way is necessary as well as the inte-

gration of sustainable development principles into the formal education

system at all levels.

• More progress is needed to shift the tax burden from employment and

labour to activities, such as in the transport sector, which gives rise to

environmental pollution.  It would be desirable to put in place a general

framework for transport infrastructure pricing.

• Overall a more ambitious SDS would support domestic processes, and

setting EU targets would be desirable, as well as a proper system of SD

indicators.

• Further work is necessary to put in place a comprehensive impact assess-

ment and reporting system for sustainable development purposes; the

application of sustainability impact assessments should extended to

external as well as internal impacts of EU policy proposals, e.g., in the

area of trade.  Analysis of policy proposals should quantify the costs of

not taking action in terms of their impacts on human health and the envi-

ronment and set it out alongside the benefits of taking action.

• The Commission, together with the Member States, should examine the

extent to which the open method of co-ordination could be used to

spread best practice and achieve greater convergence towards the main

EU sustainable development goals.

MinE mentions:

• Introduce a better mechanism for applying the open method of coordina-

tion to policy fields where the EU is not competent;

• probably a longer digestion and negotiation on the level of Heads of

Government is needed.
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6 Netherlands

Frontrunner in environmental plans, including “transition” for 
environmental integration; SD strategy/action program in contrast weak
• The National Environmental Plan of 2001 (NEP 4) introduced “transition

processes” as an attempt at environmental integration in 4 sectoral poli-

cies: the processes are evaluated differently, ranging from quite success-

ful to “business as usual”.

• Developing an SDS seems to have been more an exercise in the frame-

work of following-up the WSSD, side-lining other activities, than an

attempt at an overarching strategy; with a new government in place the

approach for the SDS has been changed to become an “Action Plan”, i.e.

a compilation of existing policies; both elements have lead to a late

adoption (2003) and to the situation that the SDS is not well linked with

e.g. the NEP4 and that it seems not to be playing a significant role.

• There are coordination deficits with respect to transition processes and

the SDS, and the international SDS and the national one; EU SDS is

referred to in the national part.

• The country seems a bit paralysed since a change of government in 2002,

that is perceived as stepping back in substantive policy (e.g. environment

has become less relevant) and in strategic terms, and regarding stake-

holder participation; no commitment for SD.

• There is no SD council (the government has opposed to that); stake-

holder dialogue among each other only takes place in the socio-economic

council SER, which happens to be engaged in the SD agenda, mainly due

to the current chair, but in the current situation hesitates to take new

initiatives.

• The local and regional level does not play a role in national SD policies:

the association of local authorities even rejected an interview, reasoning

that SD is not a priority issue for them anymore; several regional govern-

ments (provinces) have an active regional SD policy however.
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A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
Predecessors of a SD strategy

1984 1st integrated Environmental Plan “More than the sum of the

parts”

1985 Report “Zorgen voor morgen” [Care for tomorrow] with a

perspective until 2010

1989 1st National Environmental Plan (NEP 1) with a duration of 4

years (vertical integration, starting with the global level,

provinces and local level were asked to also develop inte-

grated environmental plans; coordination of sectors such as

agriculture, transport, industry by MinE); voluntary agree-

ments with industry

1993 NEP 2: no significant changes in objectives, but improved

implementation measures

1997 NEP 3: decoupling economic growth and resource use as a key

issue; it is made clear that societal choices have to be made,

especially to tackle CO2-emissions and noise; this falls short

because the issuance of the plan falls together with elections

2001 NEP 4 “Where there is a will there is a world – working towards

sustainability”: Introduced “transition processes” as attempt

to tackle environmental integration in 4 key sectoral policies:

energy (MinEcon), agriculture (MinAgr), transport (MinTr) and

biodiversity (MinFA); it contains broad objectives for 2030

(“living healthy and safely in a pleasant environment with a

vital nature, without declining biodiversity and natural

resources”), and measures for achieving this; seven persistent

environmental problems are key

SD strategy

2001/2002 Review of government policies and societal activities regarding

SD by an inter-ministerial project team, based in MinE

03/01-04/02 PM Kok chairs a Steering Committee for SD, the Minister for

Environment acts as coordinating Minister for SD

July 2001 The position of an “Ambassador for SD” and an Inter-ministerial

Task Force (MinFA) are created for the preparation of the WSSD

Jan. 2002 “Study of National Government Policy in the Framework of the

National Strategy for SD” submitted to the cabinet; three

councils were asked to submit an advice for how to move

towards a SDS with the review of government policy and socie-

tal activities as building stones1

June 2002 Elections

First cabinet PM Balkenende: Responsibility for SD is given

The Nether lands  -  Actors  and process
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back to the Ministry for Housing, Spatial Planning and

Environment, in which the responsibility for environment is

with a State Secretary (Junior Minister)

Nov. 2002 Cabinet policy statement on environmental policy 2002 – 2006,

which adjusts those parts of NEP 4 that are particularly

affected by “the new economical and political circumstances”

(submitted to Parliament)

Jan. 2003 New elections

April? 2003 Second cabinet PM Balkenende

Jan. 2003 On the basis of the WSSD commitments, the government

endorses a “SD Action Program”, consisting of the interna-

tional module of a strategy, prepared by the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs (includes Development Aid)

July 2003 National module (now called “national strategy”) of the SD

Action Programme is endorsed 

Inter-ministerial Task Force (MinFA) is re-established for imple-

menting the international part of the SD Action Program

March 2004 The national module is discussed in Parliament

Assessment:

The Netherlands has a tradition, and has been famous as a frontrunner-coun-

try for national environmental plans, which served as a role model in other

countries.  During the Dutch EU Presidency in 1997 Art. 6 on environmental

integration was inserted in the TEC: the Netherlands were also one of the

first countries with a serious attempt towards sectoral integration by intro-

ducing the so-called “transition processes” in their NEP 4 (2001).  The MinE

as overall coordinator issued the second progress report in November 2003.

In contrast, moving towards an SD strategy has proven rather difficult, which

has to be seen in light of the previous phases of environmental policy and

integration:

• The 1980s and the run-up to the NEP 1 in 1988/89 is considered as the

phase with the greatest momentum, with a PM who wanted a strong envi-

ronmental plan (coalition government of christian-democrats and social-

democrats), a societal debate and the private sector finally convinced of

the economic benefits of taking environmental measures (e.g. increased

recycling, energy saving).

One trigger was the interest of business in an integrated permitting

system, for which a first step was achieved with NEP 1, and more flexible

approaches.  The latter was settled in around 130 voluntary agreements,

around 20 of which are still in place.

• 1990 – 94 there was further commitment regarding integration, and the

NEP 2 improved measures for implementation.

Rio did not trigger anything significant: As the Netherlands consider

themselves as frontrunner in environment and development aid policies,

international agreements in these matters tend to not move the country,

but rather the other way round, i.e. the Netherlands influence the inter-
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national agenda and/or scrutinise how well things are done.  In this way

the Dutch delegation to the UNCSD suggested including in the Rio+5

agreements that each country should have a national SD strategy.

• 1994 – 1998 saw a less engaged Minister for Environment, and the NEP 3

is considered as being only an overview of existing policies.  Business

prefers it over the NEP 4, because it is still more concrete, and the latter

rather a concept (cf. nickname “pavement slab”, although it is acknowl-

edged that environmental problems, and hence also measures, have

become more difficult and less concrete).  Until then there was still a

constructive relationship and cooperation between the Ministry of

Environment and Industry, which changed with a new MinE coming in

1998.

• The government 1998 – 2002 is considered as having failed to move

towards an SD strategy, which was asked by Rio+5 in 1997, and better

integration of government policies in general: the PM was not interested,

and the majority of Ministers, including the MinE, favoured sectoral

approaches.  Hence the cabinet rejected a first draft “SD strategy”, devel-

oped by an informal group of strategy Directors from about seven

Ministries.  The development of NEP 4 during this period was required by

law, but also reflects the situation well: the opinion exists, shared by the

Environment Minister of that time, that NEP 4 is the Dutch SD strategy, as

it also covers the economic and social dimensions.

With the WSSD on the horizon the government decided to “prepare some-

thing like a strategy”, and established an inter-ministerial project group

at the end of 2000, based at the MinE.  This group performed reviews of

the government policies and societal activities regarding SD by early

2002 and had intended to prepare and draft a strategy, but the then

outgoing government signalled not wanting to adopt a strategy2.  The

reviews hence were meant as preparation for the next government, which

was expected to be a similar coalition.

• But, the political situation was difficult after the election in June 2002:

the success of the populist “List Pim Fortuyn (LPF)”, and the earlier

assassination of its leader, caused a political earthquake and a change

from the previous “purple” coalition with a social-democrat PM to a chris-

tian-democrat PM; the first cabinet Balkenende (PM), comprised of chris-

tian-democrats, LPF and liberals, failed, because the LPF left the coali-

tion; new elections led to a new coalition with another liberal party

replacing the LPF in January 2003.

This new, and in the beginning unstable, situation contributed to slowing

down the SD agenda even more, and the change of government brought

changes in substantial, strategic and governance terms: Ambitions were

lowered regarding environmental policy and SD:

- instead of a SD strategy an “Action Program” was aimed at (i.e. a

compilation of existing policies rather than an overarching strategy);

- environment policy is less relevant in general (partly because of the

focus on immigration, which was the main theme of the LPF, partly

The Nether lands  -  Actors  and process
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because slowing down of the economy, and  - as opposed to earlier

times – no belief that it can be profitable to move towards environ-

mental innovation), and also the rather strong relevance of develop-

ment aid has been lowered;

- environmental targets were lowered to the EU level (e.g. renewables,

GHG emissions);

- responsibility for environment was moved from the Minister to the

State Secretary (Vice-Minister) - level;

- the Steering Group for SD under the leadership of the PM was given

up;

- there are perceptions that the famous “Polder model” consensus

approach has moved towards a more government centred ‘no-more-

discussion’ style;

- SD is not on the agenda of the so-called “Innovation Platform” with

high level stakeholder and expert representatives, chaired by the PM,

which seems not (yet) to be achieving the results as hoped for.

Also in Parliament no momentum has been created for the SD agenda:

The hearing on the national module came late, and did not create a

follow-up request, though it was stated that the discussion was partly

critical, especially regarding a lack of vision and the weak relation to the

EU level.

The WSSD was attended by the new PM Balkenende, the State Secretary for

Environment and the Minister for Development Aid from the first cabinet

Balkenende.  Though all stayed in place in the second cabinet, the WSSD at

first mainly prompted the MinFA to draw up the “international module” of

the SD Action Program for the implementation of the WSSD outcomes.  This

was submitted to the cabinet in January 2003.  The preparation of the

“national module” took a bit longer, due to a greater coordination need

and/or mechanisms not yet fully in place (cf. ch. A.1.2).

Altogether the SD Action program seems to fall short in terms of 

• coordination of the national and international part, as well as coordina-

tion with the transition processes (cf. ch. A.1.2),

• a strategic approach, including missing targets and indicators (cf. ch.

A.1.3),

• stakeholder consultation (as opposed to the NEP 4, cf. ch. A.2.2).

Overall it seems that NEP 4 and the transition processes are kind of seen as

‘environmental sustainability’, and a more overarching approach for SD is

mainly seen in light of the international dimension (cf. C.1): The policy state-

ment 2002 for environment policy puts the SD Action Program in the frame-

work of “follow up to WSSD”3.  SD seems to have almost a bad reputation4,

and actors outside the MinE and MinFA state that there is no overarching SD

strategy in the Netherlands.  There is some confusion about the terminology:

the two parts of the SD Action Program are now called “international strat-
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egy” and “national strategy”.  This framing in the WSSD context only is most

likely one of the reasons why the SD “strategy” is fairly unimportant.

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
In the Netherlands traditionally the main Ministers concerned sign up to the

environmental plans, which is a favourable situation regarding coordination.

The role of the cabinet as collective decision-making body has been

strengthened vis-à-vis the responsibility of an individual Minister.5

Nevertheless, there are quite some deficiencies.

The formal lead responsibility for SD in the previous government was with

the PM, but nevertheless there was apparently no real commitment: a

Steering Group of concerned Ministers with the PM chairing was installed as

coordination mechanism during the time of the reviews (03/2001 – 04/2002).

It was meant to be a separate entity, besides the regular sub-committees of

the cabinet, but became rather an agenda item for the environment sub-

committee.  The new government did not continue this Steering Group and

gave the lead responsibility for SD to the State Secretary of Environment.

The SD project group that performed the reviews 2001/2002 (the “NSDO-

team”) had an inter-ministerial character, i.e. staff were seconded from some

other Ministries (not all concerned) besides the MinE, where it was based.

Coordination with a wider group of Ministries took place via regular meet-

ings, which worked partly satisfactorily.  Positive might have been that the

lead of the project group was at the Director level, but nevertheless the

commitment of other Ministries was limited.  This SD project group was also

dissolved by the new government, at least its previous character and compo-

sition.  With the now overall responsibility of the MinE, the lead for preparing

the SD Action Program was given to ‘lower’ levels in the Ministry (Deputy

Division-head).  A new “contact persons” group (“CPO”) with other Ministries

concerned (around 8) was established, which meets on a regular basis

(around every 3 weeks).  Surprisingly, the individuals from the “transition

Ministries” (MinEcon, MinTr, MinAgr, MinFA) participating in this CPO are not

the ones involved in the transition processes of their Ministries, and there

seems to be no clear link.

At the same time as the SD project group was installed by the MinE in 2001,

the MinFA established the position of an “ambassador for SD” and an inter-

ministerial task force on SD, both for the preparation of the WSSD.  This task

force also prepared the international module of the SD Action Program, and

has been working on its implementation since then.  A first progress report

was published in December 2003.  The task force is basically composed of

the same Ministries as the CPO for the national module, but it’s again not

the same persons participating.  The link between the national and interna-

tional modules is perceived as deficient, and hence better cooperation is

planned for the future.  So far it takes place via regular contacts of the chairs

of the two groups.  There seems to be no clear link to the transition process

‘biodiversity’ of the (same) Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  Also, there is no obvi-

ous link to EU policy coordination: this is formally done for all policies by the
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MinFA, but it apparently allows in certain policy fields more self-coordination

(e.g. agriculture, economic affairs) and plays a particularly strong role in

environment and transport policy.

There is also a coordination mechanism via monthly meetings of the four

‘transition Ministries, led by the MinE, which has a coordinating role for the

transition processes.  As mentioned above, the individuals involved in the

transition processes of the Ministries and participating in the coordination

group, are not the ones participating in the coordination group for the SD

Action Program.  On the side of the MinE it is the same chair for both coordi-

nation groups.  The cooperation between the four transition Ministries,

which takes place outside the monthly coordination on the Director level, is

evaluated as partly very good; the coordinating role of the MinE, here mainly

the “Transition Support Centre” that it installed, is predominantly found

useful.

In contrast to this rather fragmented situation there seem to be other,

‘powerful’, committees on the Director-General level, - but not for SD.6

Regarding the question of lead responsibility there is no homogeneous opin-

ion in the Netherlands: those who find this an important issue are strongly in

favour of a lead by the PM, but only if there is a minimum commitment, and

the PM office as “Ministry for general affairs” with its role to manage

processes would be the ideal facilitator.

Assessment:

In the situation that there are at least two processes in place, it is under-

standable that each needs coordination.  But because the overlap of “transi-

tion” and SD is so obvious and strong, it is quite surprising that the MinE,

which has the lead coordination for both, does not coordinate the two

processes better internally.7 The establishment of transition processes and

the preparation of the WSSD started as two separate processes, which has

never been changed.  The experiences of the transition groups were not

systematically or conceptually included in the SD Action Program.

Also the link of national and international strategy has been deficient so far:

here improvement is planned, e.g. the progress report 2005 is intended to be

a joint one.  The link to the EU SDS seems to work fairly satisfactorily vis-a-

vis the national module of the SD Action Program, but not well for the inter-

national one.

The somehow low reputation of SD, or the SD strategy, which is largely not

considered as a strategy, is inter alia reflected in low acknowledgement of

the concept in general, its overarching character in particular, with the one

consequence that there is also no overarching coordination.  There seems to

be some competition between the MinE and the MinFA (which includes the
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6 There is e.g. the DG’s committee for environment (RME) and for spatial planning (RPC), which meet monthly

with an independent (appointed) chair and have the task to coordinate policy proposals before they are

submitted to the cabinet.

7 It is suggested from some sides that coordination for SD at the DG level could be in principle be done

similarly to other policy fields (cf. DG’s committees, previous footnote), which is also found in other

countries (Junior Ministers and/or top officials preparing e.g. a ‘green cabinet’).
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office of the Minister for Development Aid)8, and the coordinating role of

MinE for the transition processes is at least ambiguous: on the one hand the

MinE is trying to be modest in order to move away from its reputation as

dominant, on the other hand this reputation has not disappeared in the tran-

sition Ministries (some call the MinE “zealous”).  The MinE also has a repu-

tation of “traditional” thinking in terms of governance, i.e. focussing on

regulation and taxes, which is also said to apply to other Ministries outside

the transition groups, whereas the transition concept has a systemic

approach.  The MinE’s co-ordination role is mainly to support in procedural

challenges that all transition Ministries are facing, and to prepare progress

reports.  Its involvement is also found useful, because of the learning from

the transition philosophy.  The transition processes themselves seem to be

not well rooted in the respective Ministries: the responsible staffs act as

project groups, which very little connection to the rest of the Ministry.  This

is perhaps natural, as the transition processes are still in the start-up phase

and the people in charge focus on finding fields of experiments and estab-

lishing “success stories” with external parties; but on the other side the

deficit regarding the policy level in their own Ministry is seen, and improve-

ment is aimed at over time.9

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
It is planned that an annual progress report on the SD Action Program will be

prepared10.  As such reports are primarily directed to Parliament, and

Parliament only debated the SD Action Program in March 2004 (i.e. only

eight months after the adoption by government), the MinE now plans to

prepare the first report by the end of 2005, together with the MinFA.

It was also planned that the Research Institute for Environment and Health

(RIVM) would publish an initial sustainability appraisal by the end of 2003,

which then happened end of 2004.  This appraisal is meant to produce a

“sustainability balance sheet” to be generated annually from 2006.

NEP 4 does not foresee making progress reports for the transition processes,

but the responsible Ministers decided to do so.  The MinE issued the second

report as an overview of all transition processes in November 200311, and the

MinEcon issued one for energy transitions in April 200412.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

There are no well-known quantitative targets in the Netherlands.  It is stated

that government has adjusted previously existing environmental targets to

the (lower) EU level, some of which are repeated in the SD Action Program.
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alone, which complies with the interests of their “stakeholders”, - development aid organisations,

significant in number and size.  In the progress report 2003 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs announce that in

the future such reports will cover both the national and international strategy, which will however “not

affect the fact that the two are distinctly separate” (BZ, 2003, p.4).

9 This applies to the Ministry of Economic Affairs: transition is limited to energy, and with so far no impact on

other departments, but it is aimed at by the transition managers.

10 VROM/BZ, 2003, p. 4.

11 VROM, 2003.

12 EZ, 2004.
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NEP 1 had strong quantitative environmental targets, which were partly contin-

ued in subsequent NEPs, none of which established new targets.  NEP 4 states

as a pitfall in the Netherlands that objectives were set but sufficient means

and instruments were not allocated to them.  For this reason NEP 2 and 3 tried

to improve in this field, and NEP 4 established predominantly qualitative

objectives for 2030.  It has a few quantitative targets for sectoral policies, like

• 10% renewable energy sources by 2020,

• dematerialisation: achieve “Factor 2 - 4” by 2030, and Factor 10 by 2050,

• (re-)creation of wetlands on agricultural land (20 – 30 km2 by 2030),

• reduction and ceiling of ammoniac and phosphate immissions.

Indicators are not in place; a research institute (RIVM) is only now working

on them (expected end of 2005).  This mechanism has not yet been used in

the Netherlands, and is also not considered as very important, partly due to

the current lack of targets.  Progress reports as mentioned above are hence

done in a qualitative way and tend to look at progress of processes and proj-

ects, and not at outcomes (in pressure, state or response).

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament 

The Netherlands has a political culture for rather strong continuity, as new

governments do not easily dismantle approaches and policies of previous

ones: this goes back to a societal structure which used to be characterised

by stable groups of voters along the catholic-protestant-liberal lines

(“Verzuiling”)13.  In such a situation it was never felt necessary that

Parliament endorses long-term strategies.  Its role is asking government to

develop strategies, and getting reports back.  The government therefore

mainly directs reviews of policies to Parliament, and understands them to a

lesser extent as a trigger for debate and new momentum.

The SD Action Program states that progress reports should be prepared

annually14, but because of the overall delay the report for the national part is

planned for end of 2005, i.e. two years after endorsement, whereas the first

report on the international part was issued one year after endorsement15.  It

is stated that the annual rhythm is probably too short.

The NEPs have a four-year term, and occasionally updates/adjustments are

issued in between.16 The qualitative goals of NEP 4 are an example of a

long-term approach: filling this in with medium-term, maybe quantitative,

objectives has not happened.

In general it is stated that looking at a long-term horizon would require polit-

ical courage, which is currently not perceived to exist.

1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy

The Netherlands has a long tradition of spatial and in consequence also envi-

ronmental plans, and planning in general.  The results are quite diverse rang-
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15 BZ, 2003.

16 e.g. VROM, 2002.
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ing from establishing quantitative targets (NEP 1), focussing on instruments

(NEP 2 and 3), to qualitative long-term objectives (in NEP 4).  “Transitions”

are inherently seen as learning processes, with arenas for experiments

explicitly allocated to them, encouraging a way of thinking that is expressed

as “everything is possible”.  In governance terms transition management has

a systemic approach, i.e. looking at entire production chains, working with

stakeholders in the market and striving for innovative means and new ways

of cooperation.  The transition groups in the responsible Ministries focus on

establishing concrete projects.

There doesn’t seem to be a danger of being too much on the rigid side of

planning, rather the reverse: there is a gap between strategic goals, as set in

NEP 4, and concrete actions (as in the transition processes), which is only

rarely filled in with concrete objectives and targets.

The SD Action Program has not the intention to be a strategy (though it is

called like this in the sub-header), and hence it doesn’t have such an

approach from coarse to fine, with a vision and strategy, broken down to

objectives, targets and measures. It is an overview of actions in place, and

others still to come (though the difference can not be recognised).

It is very difficult to get an overview in the Netherlands on policies and activ-

ities for SD: partly because there is indeed much going on, but mostly

because the field is tackled in a fragmented way with no overall architecture:

no one of the interviewees was able to give an overview and/or picture of

priorities, and there is just no overarching policy.  Even if it could be argued

that it is the nature of a complex concept, there appears to be no attempt to

tackle this complexity.17

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
The RMNO advice on the national SD process in 2002 said that moving

towards a sustainable development is a process that has to take place not

only top-down, but also bottom-up18; so it appears that the latter has been

deficient.

Regarding public authorities at the regional and local levels, the picture is

rather gloomy: the association of local authorities (VNG) refused to be inter-

viewed, because “SD is not a priority issue since 2004”.  Hence no informa-

tion on Local Agenda 21 could be gathered; others state that LA 21 used to be

important at certain times, then declined, partly because subsidies stopped.

There are still several municipalities with a ‘green’ agenda. On the regional

level provinces such as North Brabant invest a lot in developing regional SD

actions, but do not feel supported by the national administration.
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exactly this in its advice on knowledge for transitions (RMNO, 2003). Discussion about an appropriate

approach seem to continue: some interviewees mentioned the advice of the WRR (Scientific council for

government policy) 2002 on the review of government policies towards SD, which is interpreted differently,

and is in a way not unequivocal in itself.  It argues that SD can only be a “meta-term”, a value, which cannot

be the basis for making policy choices, and that integrated policy steering is impossible.  On the other hand

it states that policies must be the result of setting priorities and weighing up different goals and objectives,

and that SD, which is too much a general aim would prevent this (WRR, 2002, p.57).

18 RMNO, 2002, p.4.



The second national progress report on transitions mentions a report of the

Association of Provincial Authorities (IPO) from 2002 with proposals for tack-

ling a number of intractable environmental problems19.

2 Non-governmental actors
In general the political culture has a strong tradition of stakeholder involve-

ment (‘consensus-democracy’)20, to which a growing civil society movement

since the 1970s has contributed.  With this background the so-called “polder-

model” was established in 1982: an agreement of employers and trade

unions, with the government as mediator, on deep reforms of the social

system during a socio-economic crisis.  This model led to economic success

in the 90s and made the Netherlands a role model for other countries.  Since

the political upheaval of 2002 it has been increasingly questioned whether it

is still in place, and the government has been characterised as more state-

centred.

The consensus tradition has also lead to institutionalised negotiations

between the social partners in the Social-economic council (SER), estab-

lished in 1950 (cf. ch. A.3).21

The Netherlands has a strong environmental movement with a larger

membership than in any other country.22 Some of them receive funds from

the government.23 The relationship to government is characterised as tradi-

tionally rather good, as environment policy was dealt with by all political

parties, though it has also depended on individual actors (like the Minister

for Environment).

Since the 1980s there have been collaborations between environmental

organisations and business (industry and e.g. retailers), and with actors in

the agriculture field, both of which is partly continued nowadays24.

Trade Unions seem not to be playing a strong role, but on SD they are active

in the socio-economic council SER (cf. ch. A.3.1).

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Industry is divided regarding the attitude towards CSR:  Most of the 250

bigger companies are engaged in CSR, with some of the Dutch multi-nation-

als (e.g. Shell, Unilever) and certain financial institutes (e.g. Rabobank) as

frontrunners, whereas the smaller ones in contrast are not.  A similar picture

has already shown in the case of environment policy (since the 1980s), both

of which go back to the lack of resources and knowledge.  The employers’

organisation(s) would need to fill in this gap, but they

a tend to represent more the “conservative” end regarding environment

and SD,
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19 VROM, 2003, p.17.

20 Lepszy, 2003, p.362.

21 Lepsky, 2003, p.371.

22 E.g. ‘Natuurmonumenten’ has over a million members (of 16 Mill inhabitants).  Development NGOs were

not covered (reference to their role: cf. footnote 8).

23 Note: Some used to be almost fully funded in the starting phase.

24 but assessed as more difficult nowadays, as business takes care of consumer desires that is less prone to

environmental friendliness.
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b have internally not linked CSR and SD: the former is dealt with by a

department for social responsibility, and the latter by one for environ-

ment and economic aspects; members have not asked the association to

change this;

c it is also stated that SD is in principle “good management”, which busi-

ness has always needed to take care of.

Front-runner companies hence remain individual actors: In the case of envi-

ronmental policies companies needed a common framework set by the

government in order to be able to take environmental measures (cleaning-

up, pollution prevention, efficiency increase) and stay competitive.

Nowadays in contrast front-running seems to work by exploring and occupy-

ing market niches, which is then a competitive advantage, and hence first-

movers do not ask anymore for government action.  Also, it is stated that

“measuring” the “degree of sustainability” is not possible, in contrast to

measuring environmental performance, and frontrunners do not want to lose

their CSR reputation.  Experience shows that consumers might be a bigger

problem than a better policy/regulatory framework: “getting the prices

right”, which would support in this respect, has been an objective by the

government in earlier phases, but not anymore (hence it seems that business

has given up asking for that).25

The stronger interest and involvement of business in environment policy has

also been due to 

• the greater threat of regulation, which also led to the 130 environmental

agreements with a desired more flexible approach, and 

• their interest in integrated environmental permitting, which has partly

come about and is still being worked on.

Nowadays there is a tendency to ask for (even) less regulation, though it is

also stated that driving forces for companies to moving ahead are environ-

mental legislation and consumer demands.

On the government side CSR is supported by a knowledge centre, based in

the MinEcon (not linked to the transition groups), and a division for “sustain-

able enterprises” in the MinE, with the aim to stimulate changes of compa-

nies “as a whole” by supporting in procedural terms.  There is also a project

that involves local authorities.

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
With the before mentioned tradition of stakeholder involvement, consulta-

tion is performed more or less automatically for major policy proposals, such

as for the NEPs.  The review of government policies in preparation for a SDS

in 2001/2002 was accompanied by a review of societal activities, which

provided a good overview, though societal actors already then felt that there

is not enough support by the government.
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25 An illustrative example is a new type of petrol, which Shell developed: environmentally friendly, good for

the engine, and slightly more expensive.  Marketing it (as “Pura”) with these two advantages did not

become successful.  Hence it was taken from the market and re-introduced as “V-Power” with exactly this

“powerful” image.
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For drawing up the national part of the SD Action Program two major hear-

ings were held, both of which were attended by around 100 people: the first

had the purpose of collecting ideas, which did not have much response; at

the second a discussion paper was presented, which was mainly criticised

for not being ambitious enough, lacking a sense of urgency and strong policy

changes.  Partly it was also criticised that the stakeholder involvement was

not sufficient, but on the other hand there was also a bit of exhaustion

because of previous consultation (on NEP 4, on the review of societal activi-

ties for SD).

Altogether the development of the SD Action Program was rather government

centered, with the international part even drawn up solely by the MinFA.  The

Polder model tradition stumbles a bit at least on the policy side: one expla-

nation is that in times of budget cuts the funds that are reduced first are the

ones for processes and soft targets.  Government actions within the SD

Action Program though - and this also applies to transition processes -

concentrate on creating ownership on the stakeholder and civil society side

by providing support for procedures and dialogue, and establishing innova-

tive projects and new approaches.

For 2005 an improved process of stakeholder consultation is planned, which

is seen as important for the implementation of the SD Action Program.

3 SD and other councils
There is no separate SD council in the Netherlands.  Explanations include:

1 There is a wide landscape of advisory councils:

• Since a reform in the 1990s each Ministry has an independent expert

policy advisory council, and there are several so-called “sector coun-

cils”, each advising several Ministries on more cross-cutting ques-

tions, related to knowledge gaps and research needs in these fields;

• Negotiations between social partners take place in the Socio-

economic council SER, which also gives policy advice.  It is the only

body where stakeholders have a dialogue among each other.  It also

has a sub-commission for SD.

2 The attitude towards SD (“we are doing this anyhow already”) similarly

applies to advisory councils: “we already have all kinds of councils”

(typically also “… too many…”, and there is a new reform on councils

ongoing). 

Regarding councils as one type of bridge from government to civil society it

was stated that the advisory councils mentioned under 1) used to be more

composed of stakeholders, but have been changed over time into rather

expert councils.  This trend might nowadays be even stronger, as government

refuses to establish an additional council, and does not see an added value

in stakeholder dialogue.  This might be an indicator for an overall trend of

“governing is for governments”, or it might be due to the lack of interest and

sense of urgency for SD.
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The “Innovation platform” is a new body with independent experts (and

government, including the PM as chair), and an independent secretariat

composed of staff partly from different Ministries.  With this institutional

setting and the broad theme it could play the role of a SD council, but SD is

not on the agenda of this platform.

In 1999 the “National Institute for Sustainable Development (NIDO)” was

founded with the task to bring together the private sector, government,

NGOs and science in practical programs for SD.26 This body was dissolved in

December 2004.

In NEP 1 it was already proposed to establish a SD platform, which was then

combined with a committee for development aid to become the “National

Committee for Sustainable Development (NCDO)”.  This body does have

some platform function, but it mainly sponsors projects of development aid.

For the WSSD stakeholders established a “Johannesburg platform”; and

attempt to continue this after the WSSD failed (cf. ch. A.3.3 below).

3.1 Role, functions and internal aspects of operation of the 
(advisory) councils SER, RMNO, VROM-raad/RLG

General role and composition, way of operating

1 The Social-economic Council SER is a stakeholder council (functions cf.

above), composed of 33 members (11 each appointed by employers’ asso-

ciations, trade unions and by government; the latter are mostly University

professors from the economic, social and/or environment field).

Organisations from broader civil society are not represented; environ-

mental NGOs are though invited to participate in SD-related activities.

Regarding a permanent membership it was argued that there are many

topics covered by the SER for which environmental NGOs do not have

expertise.

1 The advisory councils RMNO, VROM-raad and RLG27 (and policy and

research/”sector” councils in other fields) are set up in an independent

way, which comprises:

• mostly independent agenda setting (besides being asked for certain

advice),

• having their own budget and an independent secretariat (linked to

Ministries in administrative terms only),

• independent members: a Minister appoints the chair of the councils

and the council members; most councils have government members,

but only as observers;

• sector councils like the RMNO have a tri-partite composition: science,

society and government.

The government is obliged to reply to the advice of these councils.
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26 One program e.g. was “market chances for sustainable products”, for which research was conducted on the

market chances of sustainable products, workshops were held and experience exchanged on best practice

of sustainable advertisement (www.nido.nu).

27 RMNO: Advisory council for research in spatial planning, environment and nature; VROM-raad: Council for

Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment; RLG: Council for the rural areas.
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Role vis-à-vis the SDS

The SER and the RMNO gave advice in 2002 on the review of government

policy with respect to moving towards a national SDS.  Both shared the view

that this document lacks an overarching vision28, and the SER recommended

to the incoming government to take SD as an umbrella for the cabinet

program.

• The SER works on SD in three lines (environment NGOs are participating

in all these activities and sub-committees):

- plays a major role in promoting CSR in Dutch society,

- the SD committee within SER issues reports on SD(-related) themes,

- gives advice on spatial planning and transport.

• The RMNO with its overarching and cross-cutting ‘knowledge’-remit is a

strong agenda setter in the field of SD29, and it also continuously tackles

the question of ‘bridging the gap’ between scientific knowledge and

policy making.  In this function it communicates (SD) issues to interested

parties, including five ministries.  It gave advice on the problem of

complexity of SD (2003), on the need for more research (2004), and

developed the idea of a ‘dynamic knowledge agenda for SD’.

The VROM-Raad gives advice to the MinE on environmental policy and

related fields, which might include SD.  It did not comment on the 2002

government review for the SDS.

The RLG gives advice to the MinAgr on all matters regarding the rural areas.

The council has an overarching approach for this area, and hence deals

directly and indirectly with SD issues.  With its formal limitation to the

MinAgr it did not comment on the 2002 government review for the SDS.

The Wadden Sea Council typically advises on sustainable development

issues in the area, although it does not have a (self-)image as a regional SD

council.

Council members operate on equal footing

The expert advisory councils can be characterised as think-tanks with a

consensus approach.  None of them has the explicit aim that ‘stakeholder’

members should take results from council debate into their organisations,

though this might occur naturally.

For the SER the relation of its members cannot be answered.  Judging by its

history, and even constitutional remit, one could conclude that it might have

more predominantly a negotiating style.

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners

The SER has a very good reputation, and the relationship to the other coun-

cils presented here is very good.

Relation to government departments

As government members are only observers, there is no potential for
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29 e.g. on sustainable tourism, which it considers as neglected policy field in this context (to be published in

spring 2005), and on the North Sea (published October 2004).
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conflicts.  For the RMNO this membership is meant to serve the information

flow from the Ministries to the council, as well as the ‘sounding board’ func-

tion of the councils (for the government). 

3.2 Achievements of the councils
All councils covered here have achievements in environmental policy and SD

through their quality of advice, agenda setting, a watchdog function etc.,

with the RMNO to the greatest extent engaged in the SD agenda:

• According to the RMNO’s remit it is a “boundary” organisation between

science, policy and society; in this function it raises “knowledge ques-

tions” and hence agenda setting is central in its work (cf. above); on the

basis of 20 years experience it is currently elaborating a “methodology

for boundary work”;

• stimulating inter-disciplinary research and suggesting research

programs, e.g. on biodiversity and on SD;

• a study on stumbling block in decision-making “Willingly and knowingly”

caught attention internationally;

• program “teachers for SD”;

• the stakeholder consultation on NEP 4 was organised by the RMNO,

which was highly valued by government.

The SER has the greatest reputation (it is also the far biggest and oldest

one), which might be inter alia an indicator for the authoritative potential of

a stakeholder composition.  As it probably has more a negotiation culture,

the potential of progress and innovation, both in substance and ‘governance

learning’, deriving from stakeholder dialogue might be limited.

Success-factors of the RMNO

° Independence: council members act as individual experts from science

and stakeholder group; government representatives of five ministries are

observers, but can actively take part in the discussions: for them the

RMNO has also a sounding board function;

° In the council meetings consensus is aimed at;

° The combination of scientific and stakeholder members guarantees that

advice always has a scientific basis as well as practical recommenda-

tions; whenever possible RMNO uses a trans-disciplinary approach;

° Advice is prepared in steering groups with, besides council members,

invited experts; this allows the council to have deeper looks into specific

themes while at the same time having strategic discussions in the council

meetings;

° Gaining acknowledgement of the government and the wider political

community through quality of work, and by helping the ministries to

articulate better their strategic research questions; 

° Advice is delivered each with a dissemination plan, which may include

presentations, conferences or an informal ‘RMNO-café’, and press-

releases;
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° Guarding the position as ‘boundary work’ organisation between science,

policy and society is guarded,

° Strong chair and well-acknowledged personalities as council members

from the scientific world, the private sector and NGO’s;

° Well-established and broad links into government: the council works for

five ministries;

° The focus on research for policy automatically implies getting involved in

early phases of policy making or programming; the council also produces

advice on issues that are not yet on the policy agenda but are expected

to become important within five to ten years;

° Link national views to European views; growing international contacts

and cooperation.

3.3 An SD council as addition?
Several interviewees would welcome the establishment of a separate SD

council, with the particular functions:

• keep SD on the agenda,

• advise government from a high-level stakeholder perspective, serve as a

sounding board, and hence provide an additional link between the two

sides,

• provide direct best practice examples and be a driving force for govern-

ment policies,

• platform for stakeholder dialogue among each other.

These are very similar to the functions of SD councils in other countries.

The existing expert councils fulfil the first point, partly the second and third,

but do not have a setting to provide for the last one.  The SER in a certain

way does (cf. above); but its remit does not comprise SD mandatorily: SD

has been on its agenda mainly due to the commitment of the current chair.

The possible option of turning the SER into a SD council is not seriously at

stake: It would require a change of the constitution, and hence a strong

political will.  Whether this would be useful is also questionable, because of

its primary remit of negotiation between social partners, which is not

conducive to a cross-cutting think-tank atmosphere.

The RMNO has taken two initiatives regarding a SD council: 

• in March 2003, together with NIDO and NCDO (cf. above), a proposal for a

coalition of advisory councils and stakeholder groups, which did not

receive government support;

• in September 2004 it organised a round-table session with high-level

experts and stakeholder representatives, attended by two concerned

Ministers.  This initiative was intended to continue as “SD platform” (an

informal think-tank), but so far this has not been established (response

of PM pending).
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B Themes and scope

NEP 4 identifies seven “important environmental problems”: loss of biodiver-

sity, climate change, overexploitation of natural resources, health, external

safety, living environment (including for example noise), future risks (e.g.

new technologies),

from which four “transition areas” are concluded:

• energy,

• agriculture,

• transport,

• biodiversity (which is seen by some as not plausible, because it is not a

‘sector’ in the sense of “transition”).

At the beginning of preparing a SD strategy for the WSSD (2001) the cabinet

prioritised five themes:

• population (aging and immigration),

• climate change,

• biodiversity and agriculture,

• water,

• knowledge.

The international module of the SD Action Program took up the (UN)

“Wehab” sectors (January 2003, not changed later):

• water,

• energy,

• health,

• agriculture,

• biodiversity,

and added 

• trade,

• CSR and investment.

The SD Action Program (national and international part), with reference to

the WSSD commitments within the EU and preliminary work in the

Netherlands, identifies twelve sustainability themes (July 2003):

1 Poverty reduction

2 Effective global governance

3 Good global financing structures and trade

4 Good water management and access to clean drinking water

5 Sustainable energy management (clean, reliable, affordable)

6 Health and safety

7 Sustainable agriculture

8 Biodiversity

9 Population (aging and migration)

10 Sustainable mobility

11 Sustainable production and consumption

12 Knowledge
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The overview shown in Table 1 reveals a slightly inconsistent picture with

respect to priority fields: Partly, the final 12 themes of 2003 are a compilation

of previous and ongoing activities, partly there are additions, which are e.g.

supposed to be dealt with in the international part, but are not (e.g. 1. and 2.);

partly the additional themes are not much more than listed in the national

part (e.g. 9.). The national part of the Action Program is in general very brief in

content, always referring to the three levels (WSSD, EU and NL), and listing

some international targets30.  It refers to the four transition processes (under

theme 5., 7., 8. and 10.), but only in a very vague way.  It mainly consists of

three chapters on governance (roles of the national government, instruments,

accountability), one overview of model programmes and projects (unclear

whether in place, or whether to be developed) and a chapter “agenda for

sustainable action” with some ideas for future topics to be addressed31. The

international part is structured along the WEHAB themes (plus trade), lists the

WSSD outcomes and the additional Dutch actions.  It does not cover themes 1

and 2 (although allocated to the international part by the national part), nor

theme 9 (which is apparently more seen from the immigration point of view,

and not with respect to global migration). Altogether, the selection of themes

suggests that there has been no real review of priority fields, or a prioritisa-

tion itself, and hence it remains a compilation of ongoing activities.  It also

illustrates the coordination deficits described in chapter A.1.2.
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Table 1: Development of priorities for SD policies in the Netherlands

The Netherlands’ sustainability NEP 4 (2001): 2001 Priorities of
themes (July 2003) transition priorities for International

processes SD Module (Jan. 2003)

1 Poverty reduction

2 Effective global governance

3 Good global financing structures 

and trade

4 Good water management and 

access to clean drinking water

5 Sustainable energy management

(clean, reliable, affordable)

6 Health and safety

7 Sustainable agriculture

8 Biodiversity

9 Population (aging and migration)

10 Sustainable mobility

11 Sustainable production and (CSR)

consumption

12 Knowledge

30 not complete, e.g. the Gothenburg target for the halt of biodiversity loss by 2010 is not mentioned.

31 e.g. tourism as a future priority field, but also population, which is supposedly already covered by now (but it is not).

italic: themes to be covered by the international part

themes of all four phases / parts of the Action Program

themes of 2001 SD priorities, the international module and the final Action Program

themes the international module and the final Action Program



C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international 

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
Not the EU but the international agenda was the key trigger for developing a

SD “strategy” (the SD Action Program), i.e. the commitment of Rio+5 that all

countries shall elaborate a SDS for the WSSD 2002.  The reinforcement of this

commitment at the Gothenburg Summit 2001 did not play a role.

The SD Action Program is mostly seen in the frame of “follow-up of WSSD”,

with an international and a national part.  This is a likely explanation for the

weak link to previous and ongoing national policies in coordination terms (a

different group was set up to prepare for the WSSD) and the development of

the Action Program, and possibly also in content32.

The same applies to the selection of priority fields: First the WEHAB themes were

chosen, and then others, in which national activities already took place, where

grouped around.  The SD Action Program refers to EU policies under its own priority

fields, but not to the EU SDS.  At the time of the national review 2001/2002 it was

said that the work at EU level was helpful for the national level.

The Lisbon process is considered as important (by actors more closely involved),

as it is closer to the heart of economic policies of the EU, but also (from non-

governmental actors) as a “matter of intergovernmental wrangling”, as well as

separated from the concept of SD.  The EU SDS is strongly perceived (again: by

actors more closely involved only) as a “side-track” to the Lisbon process, i.e. as

‘environment policy’, and the review will most likely be seen as a normal

‘dossier’, probably coordinated by the MinE, whereas the Lisbon review will be

coordinated more widely, lead by the MinFA (cf. ch. C.3).  The State Secretary of

the Environment announced that his main theme during the Dutch presidency

was connecting the Lisbon agenda with SD33. Environment actors are partly

committed to strengthening the environment dimension of the Lisbon process

during the Presidency.

As compared with earlier times as a frontrunner in environment policy, it is

nowadays said that the EU objectives are helpful in the Netherlands, because

without them the national ones would have fallen even lower.  The former posi-

tion is apparently overhauled by empirical findings: the country lags behind in

transposing EU law.

2 Advisory councils: European and international dimension
The Dutch advisory councils VROM-Raad (environment), RLG (rural areas),

RvdW (Wadden Sea, since 2003), and the RMNO (“knowledge” council for envi-

ronment, nature and spatial planning) have been active in the evolving EEAC

network since the early years.34

The SER is member of an international association of socio-economic councils
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32 The policy statement 2002 separates the transition processes and the SD Action Program, which is

mentioned under the header “Follow-up WSSD” (VROM, 2002, p.34).

33 (Financieel Dagblad, 16 July 2004; this apparently has not come true.

34 The RMNO also hosted the EEAC secretariat 2002-2004; one of its council members is chair of the Steering

Committee from 2005.
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and served as chair from 1999-2001.

In the RMNO- and SER-advice on the review of government policies towards

sustainable development the EU SDS is mentioned.

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
There is a special group within the MinFA that prepares the Spring Summits,

in consultation with other Ministries concerned incl. the MinE.

As the EU SDS is not perceived as an integral part of the Lisbon process, and

because on a national level the link between the national and international

part of the SD Action Program (and to EU activities) is not satisfactory, there

are no clear links either to the Lisbon process or to the EU SDS. Surprisingly,

the fact that former Dutch Prime Minister Wim Kok chairs the Task Force for the

Lisbon review does not seem to have inspired an initiative from national actors.

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

• energy tax (and fuels: kerosin, diesel);

• phasing out and/or adjusting unsustainable subsidies;

• getting the prices right;

• environmental innovation (cf. also environment priority for the Dutch

Presidency), with increased funds for research and development includ-

ing a dematerialisation target (‘Factor 4’ etc.).

The Common Agriculture Policy receives credit for going in the right direc-

tion, but more needs to be done.

Downstream impact - EU policies hampering national SD processes

Besides overall criticism of business on environmental regulation no down-

stream problem is mentioned.35

Overall assessment

The Netherlands was a strong driving force in the EU environmental integra-

tion agenda; e.g. the Dutch Presidency in 1997 succeeded in strengthening

Art. 6 TEC in the ‘Treaty of Amsterdam’.

The nationally front-running role in environment policy, including greening

the taxation system, has changed since a new government in 2002, with the

exception of transition processes and long-term environmental agreements

with industry as continuing policies from previous government(s).

In earlier times EU targets (and policies) were considered rather as the small-

est common denominator and the Netherlands was more ambitious.  Nowadays

things have changed, and environmental policy makers are glad about EU

targets, because without them the national targets would have been lowered or

removed.  Emission trading and the EU objectives for renewables were

mentioned as such examples.  Environmental NGOs (but also the EC) have court

cases against the government for non-complying with EU law.
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35 NB: This aspect was not explicitly covered, mainly because of the overall national trend (cf. Overall

Assessment).



D Achievements and shortcomings in the national SD 

agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings

Success stories of the NEPs (1989 – 2001/today):

• (partly) integrated environmental permitting;

• more flexible approaches for business, - achieved by 130 environmental

agreements, which have also provided for continuity (new governments

did not dare to change them);

• NL frontrunner in greening taxation system (e.g. energy, ground water,

pesticides);

• decoupling and phasing out perverse subsidies has been a goal since

NEP 1 in 1989, and has seen some achievements;

• installation of transition process in three key economic sectors (energy,

transport, agriculture) plus biodiversity: the energy transition seems to

be the frontrunner (20 transition “paths”), which has already achieved

some successful results (e.g. energy-neutral greenhouses; energy compa-

nies starting to invest in micro co-generation; paper and board industry

investing in energy efficiency throughout the entire chain, with the aim of

achieving a reduction in resource use by 50%), including the creation of

ownership.

Shortcomings:

• lack of a comprehensive SD strategy: broadening out to all dimensions

has not succeeded, neither has the link to the international dimension;

• quantitative (environmental) targets where strong in NEP1 and 2, but not

since then: there has been the rather negative experience that means and

instruments were not allocated to the targets, hence later plans and poli-

cies focussed on that;

• expert and stakeholder consultation is organised only on an ad hoc

basis.

2 Difficult policy fields
Three “transition” sectors energy, transport and agriculture were chosen for

these processes in NEP 4, both because of their importance and because

they are difficult fields for the Netherlands.

Transport and agriculture are considered as more difficult: 

• the former because of a strong transport-related business (freight trans-

port, Amsterdam-Schiphol airport, Rotterdam harbour) and the socio-

geographical situation of a small, densely populated country with many

commuters;

• the latter because of the structure of the sector with large farms and high

cattle density.
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The fourth transition area is biodiversity, which is tackled more in its interna-

tional dimension, reflected in the fact that the MinFa has the lead.  There are

almost no statements about this field, which could mean a) that people not

directly involved underestimate it, or b) the field of activity is rather

confined.

Additional fields mentioned are:

• decoupling, which has been an objective since the 1980s, successful for

pollution, but regarding resource and material use the successes remain

very limited36,

• (industrial) waste,

• land use planning (danger of urban sprawl, i.e. dilution of previous strict

policies), and 

• water (groundwater pollution), as an overall important issue for the

Netherlands.

Energy:

Is considered as difficult because of resistance of the energy intensive indus-

try (steel, petro-chemicals).

Transition in energy is considered as the most successful one of the transi-

tion processes, with a committed Minister of Economic Affairs37.  The project

group has been concentrating on pilot projects in five main paths (efficient

and green gas including preparing for a future hydrogen economy, efficiency

of the energy chain, biomass, alternative fuels and sustainable electricity;

the latter two have not yet been tackled, with the aim of achieving successful

examples that can be used for further “convincing”).  It is also the first and

only one to have issued a progress report.38

The Dutch target of 10% for renewable energy sources by 2010 is considered

as ambitious.

CO2 reduction objective: The burden sharing agreement was not mentioned

as a difficulty; it was agreed at national level that 50% of the reduction may

be achieved outside the country, and 50% with internal measures.  For the

former, and emission trading, the Dutch government signed a contract with

the Rabobank on identifying and creating suitable projects for them; the

Rabobank hence became a frontrunner in this field.  On the latter it is said

that the 50% national contribution to the reduction is challenging.

The energy policy field is interestingly not framed as climate change: the SD

Action Program does not even mention climate change as a driving force for

reforming energy policy; the energy transition process sees itself placed in a

frame of multiple objectives (environment – diversification – costs – effec-

tiveness).  For the SD Action Program this goes back to the fact that the

WEHAB themes were taken over directly, and at the WSSD energy policy was

deliberately separated from climate change, because of the sensitivities

linked to the latter.
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36 it is stated by some that modesty in economic growth would be needed, on top of shifting the type of

growth towards an eco-efficient one.

37 A former Director General Environment of the European Commission.

38 EZ, 2004 (April 2004).
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Transport:39

The assessment of the transport transition ranges from “business as usual”

to “more sense of urgency, and stakeholders are more active”.  There is no

progress report yet.40

Though transport is a main contributor to CO2-emissions, the two project

teams (energy transition and transport transition) have not jointly discussed

objectives or targets.

Agriculture:

Similarly, for agriculture the assessment of the transition process also

ranges from “a lot achieved” to “unclear what is happening at all”.  The illus-

trations given in the context of the former statement though seem to refer to

previous policies in general, and not to the transition process in particular:

downsizing of intensive animal farming41.

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Procedural: improve coordination (no significant measures taken) and

consultation (measures are planned for 2005).

Content:

• turn the SD Action program into an overarching SD strategy, and inter-

twine with NEP 4 and transition processes;

• improve prioritisation of policy fields;

• despite previous rather negative experience with quantitative targets,

this approach should not be given up, and key indicators are still miss-

ing; a the moment only international and EU targets are referred to; no

indicators are in place.

Other actors: 

• In the business community it would be desirable if the employers’ associ-

ation encouraged other than the big companies that are already engaged

in CSR, i.e. particularly the SMEs;

• the local and regional level has lost pace regarding the SD agenda, or

even given it up (the former one); the possibility of giving input and

momentum to the national agenda is currently not in place, and the link

from the national level to the local/regional could be much improved.
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39 NB: Only energy was looked into as example for the transition processes, hence transport can not be

assessed on own grounds.

40 Momentum was expected from a conference in October 2004, which took place as part of the official

program of the Dutch EU Presidency.  The outcome cannot be assessed.

41 reducing the number of pigs from 15 Mill to 10 Mill, which was done by national environmental legislation

combined with the fact that the sector lost competitive power, and a government scheme to buy out pig

farmers.
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4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as

follows42:

Early achievements in environmental policy;

Individual front-running companies: most bigger companies are

engaged in CSR;

/ Strong background in environment integration: transition

processes are a promising approach, which currently in a phase of

experimenting and establishing innovative projects; so far little

influence internally on the policies of the MinE, and the link to the

SD(S) is very weak; there is hence the danger that it remains just

a project;

( )/ If SD is acknowledged as a concept at all, it is perceived as a

learning process, but leadership and a strategic approach are

missing; the MinE with overall responsibility for the national part

doesn’t seem to be a driving force; the PM is not interested; some

Ministries are (partly) committed to transition, the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs plays a strong role, but weakly linked to the

national activities; Parliament doesn’t create momentum either;

( )/ Improving stakeholder involvement and consultation: a strong

tradition of stakeholder involvement, but not well done for the

SD(S), - partly also due to previous overload of consultation;

( )/ Fragmented approaches and coordination deficits, some improve-

ment aimed at, but it doesn’t appear as a breakthrough so far;

oversight seems to be missing;

SD(S) seems to be imposed and is largely seen as WSSD follow-

up; hence there is no perceivable architecture, no strategic

approach: it appears as muddling-through, - and even if this is at

least partly a natural characteristic of a complex concept, tackling

this complexity by vision and strategy, prioritisation, followed by

means and objectives, linking with previous and ongoing policies

etc., is missing;

Agenda for SD(S) shall be “not static”, but this attitude does not

result in underpinning objectives; too much concentrating on action;

A new government slowed down the SD agenda more; possibly a

stakeholder institution (SD council) would have been able to

provide for more continuity (the “National Institute for SD (NIDO)”

has more an experimenting and facilitating function); also previ-

ously successful instruments in environmental policy were partly

abandoned (taxation) or reduced (subsidies);

The association of local authorities (VNG) has abandoned priority

for SD since the beginning of 2004 (no overview of local activities

incl. LA 21 was given; interview was refused).
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42 achievement

( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge
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Overall the impression in the Netherlands is that there are three ‘tragedies’,

due to (A) the previous frontrunner position in environmental policy, and

partly also (B) a change of government that has changed this in substantive,

strategic and governance terms:

1 Tragedy of the frontrunner:

• Many policies, activities and actions have already been going on,

implicitly under the SD agenda, but not explicitly (A):

• almost exclusively as “environmental sustainability” (A), and the step

to broadening has not been seriously tackled (B);

2 Tragedy of complexity:

• Because of many things already going on (A), and no overarching

approach (B), Ministries’ policy activities remain fragmented; there is

no overall strategic approach;

• actors in Ministries seem to live in their own bubbles, - a bit like in a

sandstorm, where oversight is lost, and competition rules rather than

joining forces;

• there are inter-ministerial coordination groups, but separate ones for

each process (national SD strategy, international SD strategy, transi-

tion processes; EU policies), and even those seem to remain frag-

mented, as no one seems to be informed about the activities/state of

the art of the other, i.e. the communication within each Ministry is

weak43;

• looking back it was most likely a mistake that not enough, or no, use

was made of the review of government policies and societal actions

(2001/2002), which was partly due to (B) and the braking related to

it, and partly because some key actors left or were removed;

• the reflections of the interviewees on e.g. difficult policy fields, and

assessments of progress made (and challenges left) differ more

widely than in any other country; the only common ground is regret-

ting the lack of commitment of the current government44, and that

transport is a problem;

3 Tragedy of the Polder model:

• Firstly this has led to a tradition of strong stakeholder consultation

and involvement, - partly with better results regarding confidence and

accountability, partly with the same disappointments as elsewhere,

which has often been due to a lack of rooting of “inter-active” civil

servants in their Ministries, and a lack of coordination on the govern-

ment side (‘the right hand does not know what the left-hand does’);

• uncoordinated strategy approaches have led to an over-saturation in

consultation: e.g. when the SD review and SDS development started

(in 2001), the country had just seen wide consultation for NEP 4

(finalised in 2001);
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43 This feature can also be observed in other countries, but there tends to be more acknowledgement of an

overarching strategy.

44 even this does not apply to the business association, which denies that there can be/should be a SDS.
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• the Polder model is based rather on a negotiation attitude than on

innovative thinking; stakeholders talk bi-laterally to government45; 

• because of the Polder tradition the idea of a SD council for stake-

holder dialogue ‘among each other’ has not fallen on fertile ground;

the existing councils have over time been turned more and more into

expert councils; the social-economic council SER is the only existing

dialogue mechanism of stakeholders: but here also the negotiation

attitude predominates; environmental NGOs are involved in the three

lines of SD activities of the SER, an approach which functions well.

Assuming that both leadership and ownership are needed for moving

towards SD, in the Netherlands it strongly seems that leadership is lacking.

The country as a whole seems to be a bit paralysed, with a tendency to pass

the buck46.  This could mean that the country is a bit spoiled by earlier

successes (via negotiation), and environmental policies being on the agenda

for roughly all political parties in the past, i.e. there might be no concept for

dealing with a less favourably inclined government.  More strongly than in

other countries it is emphasised that “moving SD forward depends on

persons”.

Advisory councils are a bit of an exception, but besides RMNO they also tend

to remain in their sectoral activity (this is how the system is set up: one

council per Ministry), and neither the VROM-Raad has criticised the Ministry

of Environment, nor the SER have criticised the new government for the rela-

tively weak, or: undetermined, SD agenda.

E Recommendations for the EU-SDS review

Because of an overall rather deadlock-mood, and many interviewees directly

involved in EU affairs, this question was almost not discussed.  The environ-

ment priorities of the Dutch EU Presidency stood in the foreground, which

are to focus on eco-innovation.  The EU SDS is perceived as a side-track to

the Lisbon strategy.

One recommendation is made: The external dimension should be better inte-

grated in the EU SDS.

Some suggest that the Lisbon strategy should include an objective like

“most eco-efficient economy”.
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45 “lobby”; this is also common in other countries, but the benefits of a mechanism for stakeholder dialogue

‘among each others’ are (more) acknowledged.

46 mainly to the government, but also to the consumer (by business) and/or to burying heads in the sand (all,

including Ministries and NGOs).
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7 Por tugal

Difficult governance issues; in 2004 finally a new draft SDS
• Very state oriented culture: almost no bottom-up initiatives; NGOs (envi-

ronment and development) are engaged, but suffer from limited capaci-

ties; information flow from government still rather limited.

• Lack of strategic direction and discontinuity: a new government typically

changes policy course and/or programs and plans fall into oblivion.

• Distribution of power, competence and budget between the central and

local level causes tensions and bureaucracy.

• Accountability of Government and Parliament is low; deficits in the

Ministries and public administration include skills and knowledge,

impulse to manage processes, leadership.

• General low education level and training.

• Lack of public awareness, participation and social-mindedness.

• After two previous attempts a new draft SDS is now in the process of

consultation.



Table of contents

A Actors and Process 237

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and review 237

1.1 SD strategies’ development 237

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms 239

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective 239

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables 239

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament 240

1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy 240

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level 241

2 Non-governmental actors 241

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 242

2.2 Stakeholder consultation 243

3 SD council (CNADS) 243

3.1 Role and functions of the council 244

3.2 Internal aspects of operation 244

3.3 Achievements of the council 246

B Themes and scope 247

C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international strategies 248

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS 248

2 SD council (CNADS): European and international dimension 248

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits 248

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream 249

D Achievements and shortcomings in the national SD agenda 250

1 Successes and shortcomings 250

2 Most difficult policy fields 250

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS 250

4 National SDS: achievements and challenges 251

E Recommendations for the EU SDS review 251

References 252

Abbreviations
ENDS SD strategy
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Portuguese “Primeiro Ministro”)
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(IA) as part of the Ministry
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A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
Predecessor of a SDS

1995 Approval by the Council of Ministers of the National

Environment Plan (NEP)

SD strategy

02/2002 Decision of government to prepare an SDS under the

Ministry of Environment’s coordination, based on the

Gothenburg commitment of Heads of Governments to have

a SDS for the WSSD.

04/2002 General Elections and new coalition government

07/ - 08/2002 Draft SDS (“ENDS”); stakeholder consultation (in written

form): criticism about content and deficient stakeholder

participation;

The PM ‘promises’ at the WSSD to improve the process in a

second attempt.

Pause

04/2003 Decision of the government to prepare PI-ENDS (Plan of

Implementation SDS); coordination by the PM Office, with

technical support of the Environment Institute (IA, which is

part of the MinE).

04/ - 12/2003: Phase I

Concerned Ministries are asked for input: attempt for a

review of existing policies and improving coherence (7

sectoral panels), but this involvement is not substantive

and coordinated;

7 sectoral reports for the integration of existing plans,

objectives and actions.

Phase II

4 meetings with a cross-sectoral approach; stakeholders

are partly invited, but only as observers; this Phase failed 

a) regarding the cross-cutting challenge (lack of methodol-

ogy and coordination among the Ministries), 

b) towards stakeholders at least the process was not

communicated well, which caused feelings of lack of trans-

parency and misunderstanding.

A University Institute is commissioned to produce a synthe-

sis report and conceptual review, but the results were not

further used, and also not made public.

01/2004 PM asks four high level experts1 to produce a new draft

SDS by July; it is planned to perform proper consultation on

that document.
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2.7.2004 New draft SDS is published

07/ - 12/04 Public consultation via website

12/2004 Planned adoption/approval of the SDS by government and

Parliament, postponed to March 20052; thereafter a “Plan

of Implementation” will be elaborated.

Assessment:

The first draft SDS of summer 2002 (as input for the WSSD) did for a while not

lead to further action.  It was also criticised for its content, and the process.

Phase I of elaborating a “Plan of Implementation” had some positive

approaches, e.g. 

• 7 panel meetings were held with concerned Ministries, but the outcome

was not as expected, partly due to unclear objectives and partly to low

attendance;

• it was planned to have sessions in the regions, but this was not imple-

mented.

The timeframe of this phase was much too short.  The draft SDS of that time

is considered as a nice framework, but too broad and missing the underpin-

ning of actions, targets and resources (human and financial); i.e. linking to

existing programmes, and prioritising them, did not succeed.

Policy coherence: Phase I was a big attempt to collecting policies in place, to

identify contradictions and eliminate them, which did not succeed.  More and

more documents were produced; the synthesis report, as result of confining

seven reports to one, is considered as deficient, including the lack of vision,

and because it did neither succeed in prioritising objectives nor in linking

them to actions and indicators.  Major difficulties include that existing poli-

cies/plans and programs are quite different in status: some are in place,

some are put in the drawer, and some are implemented.  This causes a lack

of coherence and both low effectiveness and efficiency.

Also Phase II, with a cross-sectoral approach, did not lead to a convincing

and/or accepted document.  Stakeholder involvement was very limited, as

was the access to documents and the transparency of e.g. invitations to

meetings.

Therefore a new high-level committee was installed, and asked to provide

combination of strategic direction and action and to suggest the so far miss-

ing priorities.

The new start is considered as the right decision; nevertheless, dialogue and

cooperation on Ministry level has to be taken up again.

This committee prepared a new draft SDS by July 2004, which appears as a

significant new attempt regarding approach and content.  This draft SDS now

incorporates six strategic objectives, which are structured upon one key

objective for 2015 (the time horizon of the strategy): to make Portugal one of

the most competitive countries in the EU.
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The draft SDS sees itself as a dynamic process.  It includes three pillars

(environmental, economic and social), with responsible governance playing

an integrating role.  It evolves upon a diagnostic and a trend and SWOT

analysis, recommends the creation of a Strategic Mission Unit in the PM

office to be responsible for the follow-up, evaluation, monitoring, public

information and participation, and review procedures. The SD council is also

asked to play a relevant role in the process.

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
The decision of the government in 2002 to prepare a SDS included the lead

of the MinE/the Environment Institute3.  After some advocacy of the MinE

itself (report on ENDS, August 2002), the SD council’s advice (May 2002),

and NGOs’ support at the WSSD, the PM agreed to shift the lead responsibil-

ity to the PM office, and installed a post there.

Some Ministries have been difficult to involve, mainly because of the percep-

tion of SD as environment policy, but also because of the usual effects of

sectoral organisation: each Ministry finds its own priorities as most impor-

tant.  The Ministry of Economic Affairs is now supposedly fully engaged.

With a ‘guidance competence’4 the PM has a relatively strong role, and even

more when a majority in Parliament stands behind him/her.5

Assessment:

The lead of the PM’s (office) is considered as requirement for better coordi-

nation, which is perceived as particularly deficient in government.  However,

the person made responsible came from the Institute for Nature

Conservation, and might not have sufficient authority/leadership within the

PM office.  For the future one person is most likely not a sufficient capacity

for coordinating a SD process.

Defining strategic priority fields and strategic directions for actions did not

succeed up to Phase II of the (previous) process: the Ministries did not

submit proposals.  On the basis of the new draft SDS prepared by the high-

level group this challenge is tackled again: It proposes strategic objectives,

“strategic vectors” and guidelines.

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
Not yet applicable.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

During the attempts 2002–2003 there has been ongoing work on indicators,

with the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the MinE as key players; the latter

also prepares the state of environment report.  The seven sectoral reports

(2003) partly used indicators, but with the overall lack of integration this

was not effective.
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5 Merkel/Stiehl, 2003, p. 660.

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



The new draft SDS proposes six strategic objectives, 48 targets, 19 “strategic

vectors” and 102 guidelines.  This will form the basis for the “Plan of

Implementation (PI-ENDS)”, to be developed after the adoption of the SDS,

which will contain actions, measures and resources.

A set of 50 indicators as a preliminary tool for measuring progress was

already proposed and will be further discussed.  This set also includes the

Lisbon structural indicators.

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament

Portugal seems to have a tradition for strong policy changes when a new

government comes in: an existing plan often falls into oblivion, which more

or less happened to the National Environment Plan (NEP); less likely there is

a deliberate policy shift.  Staff in Ministries is exchanged (mainly, but not

only, at high-level), and there are voices about a clientele system, which

seems to not increase the level of skills in Ministries.  Non-governmental

actors also mention it as “tiring” that they often have to start talks to

Ministries from the scratch.  Hence public administration does not balance

out discontinuity, which contributes to, or causes, an overall implementation

deficit.  Also hampering is the generally low level of skills in the administra-

tion.

International commitments smoothen down such policy shifts or the

phenomenon of oblivion, at least if they are:

• a legal obligation like EU Directives, or

• about producing (only) a strategy (e.g. SDS in 2002: commitment

remained also after a new government came in), which is however some-

how considered as toothless (given a prevailing ‘planning’ style, cf. ch.

A.1.3.3 below).

It is therefore planned to present the new draft SDS and the Plan of

Implementation (PI-ENDS) also to Parliament, and aimed to achieve consen-

sus or broad majority also among opposition parties, in order to provide a

longer life for the SDS than up to the next election.  In selected cases this

has succeeded before (e.g. defence and justice).  So far there is neither

awareness nor consensus about SD among party leaders.

The new draft SDS proposes a time horizon of 2015, a review of the SDS every

3 years and annual reporting.  The latter is meant to be a progress report and

to provide for discussion of the relevant actors on (lack of ) progress.

The (proposed) Strategic Mission Unit will be in charge with monitoring, in

cooperation with national and international statistic bodies.

1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy

Portugal has rather a planning tradition in the traditional sense: a plan,

produced by a responsible authority, which will be implemented6.  However,

Por tugal  -  Actors  and process

240

6 Soromenho et al. (2004, p.9) confirm this observation by stating: “Up to the end of the 1970s the planning

system was extremely rigid and dependant upon sectoral publics organisms that developed high planning

technical skills set on hierarchic structures.”  Apparently this is the background of the administrative
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experience has shown that implementation falls short - at least in policy

fields with an integration requirement: the National Environment Plan of

1995 is such an example.  The previous attempts towards an SDS did not

achieve to bridge strategic vision and concrete actions (the ‘planning’ part).

But this process - and its failure - raised awareness about the necessity of

such a bridging, which is now underway to be approached.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
Municipalities have local plans, which cover budget, regional development,

social and economic affairs and land use.  There also are “Environmental

Plans” processes organised voluntarily by some municipalities, which also

involve stakeholders, but Local Agenda 21 initiatives are very rare.  Only 12%

of the municipalities have a LA 21 process, and around 2-3% have a SD Plan.7

Neither the local nor the regional level were directly involved in the previous

SDS processes.8 Also for the new draft SDS this has (so far) not happened,

although the strategy includes proposals for better vertical coordination in

order to improve implementation.

There seem to be significant tensions between the central government and

municipalities about budget and power distribution, which also touches

upon a key problem for sustainable land use and landscape planning (cf. ch.

B), and which will be quite a challenge for the future SDS process.

2 Non-governmental actors
In general it can be observed that the political culture is very state centred: 

• No or little bottom-up initiatives and ownership from societal actors take

place (even industry asks for government guidance, e.g. for CSR); 

• at the local level: LA 21 is rare; mostly such initiatives are city council

driven environmental plans;

• government predominantly maintains this state-centred culture, both to

NGOs and industry (besides the 5 biggest companies, cf. below);

• stakeholders (incl. industry) are keen to participate in SDS process, and

expect a pro-active attitude of the government.

The roots for this situation to some extent lie in the history of a relatively

long duration of an authoritarian system9, in which the population was not

integrated as “citizen”, but rather passive recipient of policies.10 It is

considered as crucial problem that during this time there was no compulsory

education, which led to 30% illiteracy by 1974.  With the introduction of a

compulsory school system after the revolution in 1974 this has decreased by
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7 Survey of the Environment Institute.  SD plans are similar to environment plans, but more cross-sectoral in

scope.

8 There are two autonomous regions, and five administrative entities of the national government in the

regions.  Establishing a regional level did not pass a referendum in 1998; as access to EU Structural Funds

has continuously required reference to an administration of the regional dimension, the national Ministries

established regional branches, - a solution which falls short from the territorial-integrated perspective.  In

another approach the municipality’s administrative units have been aggregated to the municipalities

association (Soromenho-Marques/Queiros/Vale, 2004, p. 7, 28).

9 “Estado Novo”, 1926 – 1974, commonly referred to as “dictatorship”.

10 Merkel/Stiehl, 2003, p. 673.
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today (to around 10%).  It is also stated that in Portugal an individualistic

culture prevails, which causes the low degree of self-organisation and social-

mindedness.

The traditional actors, trade unions and business associations, are both

rather fragmented and comparably low in representation, which used to lead

to fragmented negotiations between employers and employees:

There are two major trade union federations, which used to compete quite

strongly (one with a communist tradition, and one younger, more moderate

one).

Business associations are organised regionally and sectorally, with two

major ones for Industry11, and two for Trade and Services12.  Altogether these

organisations are relatively weakly organised, low in membership, which is

also relatively loose.13 Since the 1980s social partners have cooperated in

an institutionalised way, a tripartite body of employers, employees and the

state, which was in 1997 included in the constitution as Social and Economic

Council (CES).  Supposedly this cooperation has contributed in an important

way to the economic stability of Portugal.14 Since 1997 also some civil soci-

ety NGOs appoint members to the CES.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Only the few bigger companies are active in CSR.  The Industry Federation,

which represents the smaller companies, asks for governance guidance for

CSR.  It states that “SD is competitiveness and ethics”, which appears close

to the (original) CSR approach.

(Smaller) industry does not take own initiatives, but want to be invited to

participate in the SDS process (an invitation is seen as indicator for the

significance of a policy).  The Industry Federation, who takes this position,

represents around 85% of the companies, which comprises the roughly 25

significant companies (but smaller than the five biggest ones), plus the

SMEs, which make up 95% of the business sector.  As SMEs are very

dispersed geographically, in sectors and degree of modernisation, represent-

ing them can only take place to a lesser extent.  The Industry Federation

does not address SD in talks to Ministries on other policy issues, and it is

stated that there is not much dialogue anyhow.  It also criticises a lack of

information flow from the government: in the case of national allocation

plans, for example, government accepted the guidelines industry had devel-

oped, made the allocation, and gave this information to industry only two

days prior to the deadline at EU level, i.e. no further reaction was possible.

In contrast, the real link to industry takes place on the highest level,

reflected in the fact that former heads of the 4-5 biggest companies now

hold high positions in Ministries.
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11 The bigger Confederation of the Portuguese Industry (CIP), and the Association of the Portuguese Industry

(AIP), which also represents state enterprises.

12 Federation for Trade and Services (CCP), Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCIP).

13 Merkel/Stiehl, 2003, p. 670-71.

14 Merkel/Stiehl, 2003, p. 671.

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



2.2 Stakeholder consultation
Maintaining a state-centred culture by the government is reflected in:

• It is very difficult to get information from the government (e.g. “secret

meetings”, for instance on allocation plans, cf. A.2.1);

• Ministries do not reply to input given by NGOs;

• in processes where stakeholder consultation is intended (e.g. SDS),

involving stakeholders is not organised (well), and the process itself is

not transparent, for example regarding what government is doing when;

• disappearance of institutional support for participation: e.g. the Institute

for EIA was abolished (and some of its competences have been trans-

ferred to other bodies).

These deficiencies have been criticised during the previous SDS phases, and

for the future improvement is intended, including skills of government offi-

cials for organising stakeholder consultation.

Consultation on the new draft SDS 2004 so far has been done only via plac-

ing the document on the website of the PM office.

The NGOs (environment and development cooperation) are not very strong

and have low capacity, i.e. consultation can only be limited.  Better informa-

tion from the government would improve this aspect, and more support

would be desired.

The relatively state-centred situation is in a way reflected in the composition

of the SD council (cf. ch. A.3 below): Although it has a significant degree of

independence, so far it is unimaginable in Portugal to have a body spon-

sored by publics funds without representatives from the public sector.

Outlook

The new draft SDS proposes the establishment of a unit for SD (“Strategic

Mission Unit”) within the PM office, responsible for coordinating and moni-

toring implementation through all levels and sectors:

• coordination of the inter-ministerial layer,

• within society (particularly business and NGOs),

• with the regional and local level,

• and between these layers.

It remains to be seen whether and how this proposal will be taken up.  As

the decision for a coordinating role of the PM office is already in place, it will

most likely be a question of capacity increase and the way of managing coor-

dination.

3 SD council (CNADS)
The Portuguese Council for the Environment and Sustainable Development

(Conselho Nacional do Ambiente e do Desenvolvimento Sustentável, CNADS)

was established in March 1998 by a law-decree.  The council has 36

members: 1/4 is appointed by government (often academics), and 3/4 is

appointed by non-government organisations including industry, trade unions,
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environment NGOs and local communities (who might also appoint academ-

ics).  A new decree from June 2004 broadens the membership to now also

include researchers outside universities, as well as regional development and

consumer NGOs.  Currently the majority of council members are academics.

The council in administrative terms is linked to the MinE, but it has an inde-

pendent secretariat.  The President is appointed by the PM.

3.1 Role and functions of the council
Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

The establishment of the council was not linked to the decision to elaborat-

ing a SDS (which was only made in 2002).  In the course of setting the frame-

work for the Plan of Implementation (PI-ENDS) it was considered to give the

role of elaborating it to the CNADS.  The council refused this, because it felt

a danger of losing its independence for further advice and evaluations.  Such

a task also does not lie within the mandate of the council.

CNADS gave input to the first SDS draft (ENDS) in May 2002, August 2002

and to the Plan of Implementation in November 2003. In the latter it

• criticised process and methodology, and the non-integrated view of

Phase I and II,

• advised that the process needs political guidance and recommended the

establishment of a high-level group by the PM, 

• urged that sectoral policies have to be revisited and adjusted to the new

objectives.

It plans to give input to the new draft SDS.15

General functions, - views are shared by council and government:

° independent advisor to the parliament and government;

° consensus building among the members should take place, and mostly

does;

° stakeholder members to take the views into their organisations (view of

CNADS): in this way the opinion-forming in the council can also be seen

as advisory function for civil society.

Regarding the SDS the council’s advice so far rather covered procedure and

governance questions.  In SD related policy fields it has achieved agree-

ments among stakeholders (cf. ch. A.3.3 below), which caught attention.

3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Council members operate on equal footing:

• There is a cooperative approach with consensus aimed at, i.e. no majority

voting, which is mostly achieved, with the attitude that discussion just

takes longer for difficult issues; if no consensus is reached, the different

views are submitted (which has occurred in exceptional cases only).
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• As mentioned above the council has an independent status despite

members, who are appointed by government.  These members do not

stem from the administrative hierarchy, but from another public sector

background (often academic).  The background of this difference is:

Ministries are organised by having a relatively small ‘political’ Ministry,

and ‘administrative’ Institutes that serve the Ministry16.  The ‘governmen-

tal’ members of the council at the same time seem to play a rather

passive role, i.e. they do not influence the direction of decisions/advice

of the CNADS.  So far no conflict from this constellation in membership

has occurred.

• Some criticism about an environmental bias is voiced, but mainly from

development NGOs, which were not represented until recently.

• Other problems of membership include that the trade union members are

currently not active: representation of industry/business is difficult in

Portugal, because of the fragmented situation (cf. ch. A.2, 2.1).

• “Double-hat” of council members does not cause problems.

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

The Social and Economic Council (CES) as introduced above has advisory

function and stronger lines into government.  It gives an opinion on the

“Broad options plan” (Grandes Optiones Plan, GOP), which is a 7-year plan

covering inter alia state expenses, infrastructure and social affairs and the

basis for the annual budget planning.  In contrast to the SD council it is char-

acterised by corporate members representing their organisation (cf.

Belgium), and in a sub-committee the wages and work conditions etc. are

negotiated.  The SD council has started to exchange some information with

the CES, and the notion exists that this could be enhanced.  There is no over-

lap in membership, but partly the same organisations appoint members to

both councils.

In the new draft SDS both the CES and the SDC (CNADS) are meant to be the

crucial bodies for dialogue and overseeing the SD process.

Relation to government departments:

With the government members in the SDC one would expect even better lines

into government than in the case of councils without government

members17, but it has appeared that

• the government members in the council do not have themselves links to

those government actors responsible for the SDS,

• the relatively intransparent attitude of government creates a permanent

lack of information, and makes it even difficult to get information.18
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16 However, in contrast to e.g. Belgium, these Institutes do prepare policies and laws, i.e. they also have

strategic functions.

17 In those cases the quality of the inks varies, mainly depending on individuals involved.

18 It does not seem that this attitude is repeated on purpose in every day life, because information is given

eventually, and having not replied earlier to a request was not rooted in an acute political consideration.
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3.3 Achievements of the council
1 Government’s view19

• Acknowledgement of CNADS as advisor, also in the SDS process.

2 CNADS’ view

• Good advice that had impact (e.g. hazardous waste co-incineration;

forests; coastal zones; Aarhus Convention was ratified with their

input; advice on the draft SDS);

• SDS:

- Recommendation to link the SDS Phase II (Plan of Implementation) to

the PM Office, which was implemented later;

- Advice on methodology of process: reinforcing importance of public

participation, and selection of targets and indicators.20

• Agenda setting: 1/3 of the advice are issues selected by the council,

which also applied to the advice for the Plan of Implementation

(November 2003);

• Having gained recognition among stakeholders and Parliamentarians;

• It is the only body in which stakeholder can discuss openly, and that

has potential lines into government; although the latter has shown

difficulties, the potential exists, and is part of a process of ‘gover-

nance learning’.

Success-factors of a SD council

° Independence: members must neither represent their organisation, nor

the (government) organisation that appoints them.

° Gaining acknowledgement through quality of work and getting to agree-

ments.

° nfluence and divulging role.
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19 NB: answer incomplete, because not completely covered.

20 Deliberately no advice on priority fields and/or targets was given pro-actively, because as a principle the

CNADS does not want to replace executive/political decisions, but assesses and comments on proposals.
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B Themes and scope

Both the question on scope of SDS, and key issues and targets cannot be

answered yet.  ENDS had a broad scope, whereas PI-ENDS was criticised for

being environmentally based, and not integration the social dimensions, and

both documents for a lack of prioritisation.

The new draft SDS (July 2004) seems to be a major re-shuffle of previous

attempts, and incorporates now six strategic objectives:21

1 Qualification of the Portuguese people towards a knowledge society;

2 Building a competitive and sustainable economy;

3 Efficient management of the environment and natural resources;

4 Balanced land use management;

5 Reinforcing social cohesion and individual responsibility;

6 Active role of Portugal in global cooperation.

These six objectives and 19 correspondent strategic areas are structured

upon one key objective for 2015 (time horizon of the new draft SDS): to make

Portugal one of the most competitive countries in the EU, within the

restraints of high environmental quality and strong social cohesion and

responsibility.  

102 guidelines and 48 targets, some of which are quantitative ones, underpin

these strategic objectives.
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C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international 

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
The main influence for elaborating a draft national SDS in 2002 was the

commitment of governments to produce a SDS for the WSSD.  The EU SDS

inspired the 2002 ENDS, as did the 6EAP, the Lisbon strategy, the Millennium

Declaration, and the Doha and Monterrey agreements.

The 2003 Plan of Implementation included some targets from EU policies

(e.g. eco-efficiency, share of renewables).

Although the Lisbon process is well known, it is perceived as an agenda only

for knowledge-technology-innovation, and criticised by some for not having

enough actions related to its goals.  The Lisbon structural indicators are

included in the preliminary set of indicators for the future SD process in

Portugal.

The WSSD was an important event for the decision of the PM to take up

responsibility for the SDS, which was to some extent supported by the fact

that there was a floor for direct dialogue with NGOs.

In general it is stated that EU environment policies have caused develop-

ment and adaption in Portugal.22 This is supposedly not due to the charac-

ter of environment policies, which are mainly binding Directives and

Regulations, in contrast to the open method of coordination approach of the

SDS and the Lisbon process.  There are no complaints about over-regulation;

EU policies provide some continuity and guidance for the country.

2 SD council (CNADS): European and international 
dimension

The CNADS has been actively involved in European cooperation through EEAC

since its establishment in 1998.23

It has also participated in the UNCSD stakeholder sessions, and three coun-

cil members were part of the delegation to the WSSD (as NGO).

In the two advice of the council on ENDS and PI-ENDS the EU SDS served as

framework, as well as the other relevant international declarations and

agreements.

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
A special group “Society of Knowledge and Innovation” under the Ministry

for Science and Technology and/or the Committee for communitarian affairs

under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs prepare and coordinate the Spring

Summit, as well as all European Councils.  The latter is an inter-ministerial
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22 NB: It is stated elsewhere, e.g. OECD 2001 and Soromenho-Marques et al. 2004, that EU Structural and

Cohesion Funds’ rules for environmental integration have triggered the development; also the share of

funding for environmental measures had increased between 1989 and 1999, whereas the new plan for 2000-

06 sees a significant drop in environmental investment (OECD, 2001, p. 125).

23 In 1998 it hosted a meeting on better involvement of Southern European countries, and in 2000 – during the

Portuguese EU Presidency – it hosted the EEAC annual conference.  One of its council members has been

vice-chair of the EEAC Steering Committee since 2001.
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group with all Ministries represented, in which positions are meant to be

harmonised.

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

• Transport policies: signals for investments in railways should be given;

• Increase of R&D investment, which is overall deficient in Portugal; partic-

ularly R&D investment of the private sector is the lowest in the EU, which

can probably not be tackled by EU action: for the private sector there are

no incentives for such investment (e.g. taxes), and politically the matter

has no priority;

• Nature protection: Portugal would need more financial support for biodi-

versity measures and its high percentage of nature protection and

conservation areas (22% of the surface);

• Climate change: specific programmes would be needed to combat the

effects of climate change (sea-rise, coastal erosion, increase of sediment

transport);

• A Framework Directive for Soils would be desirable.

Common Agriculture Policy receives credit: its framework is now satisfactory,

and tasks of the future are rather domestic ones, including the question of

multi-functionality and tourism.  On the other hand, CAP is criticised for not

having considered the Portuguese special climatic and ecosystematic situa-

tion (cf. below).

Downstream impacts - EU policies hampering national SD processes

• In many policy fields, and particularly CAP, nature protection and rural

development, the EU has not considered the Portuguese climatic and

ecosystematic specific situation (which has caused problems in land use,

coastal erosion, desertification, water stress, soil degradation).

• Structural funds for infrastructure and tourism have negative impacts: e.g.

roads are built through the coastal zone which attract more tourists with

subsequent even more burden; EIAs are not performed, or not properly.

• CFP ignores biodiversity and non-fishing reserves.

Overall assessment

EU has been the driving force for progress in environmental policy.  The EU

SDS could have played a stronger role – and at least now it does.  Overall it

is said that Portugal is still trying to find its way (“inside vision”), and tends

to take “everything” that comes from Europe. 
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D Achievements and shortcomings in the national 

SD agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
Besides the procedural successes and shortcoming addressed in chapter A:

not yet applicable.

2 Most difficult policy fields
• Education is stated as the field with the biggest lagging behind.  A

special fund for combating illiteracy was established, but the amount of

funds is considered as very deficient.24

• Land–use management/housing/town planning reveals two particular

problems:

- the geographic setting is rather difficult: the country is divided in a

densely populated coastal zone and a Hinterland, which causes prob-

lems of overuse in the former, and lack of infrastructure and moderni-

sation in the latter;

- a most intriguing problem seems to lie in the fact that the income of

municipalities is mainly based on tax for buildings, which leads to

issuance of high numbers of building permits, which then causes

immense urban sprawl.  A tax reform for local communities is

requested, and would most likely be needed.

• Climate change/energy: Industry is satisfied with the emission rights

(they seem to have received more than they asked for), and burden-shar-

ing agreements have not created an incentive for efficiency increase.  The

main cause for CO2 increase though is transport and housing.  A new tax

policy for fuels would be needed.  An ambitious target for renewable

energies (mainly wind) was fixed in 2001 (35% by 2010), which will be a

challenge to achieve.

• Agriculture: Mediterranean geography causes problems inter alia

because of water consumption (and desertification etc.); funding for agri-

environment measures was shortened.

• Changing patterns of production and consumption.

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Besides the improvement potentials addressed in chapter A: not yet applicable.
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system after 1974 illiteracy has decreased to around 10%.

25 achievement

( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge
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4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as follows25:

Starting to move into the direction that SD(S) is a learning process

(society and government): that an SDS is not a plan in the tradi-

tional sense (producing a plan which will be implemented), but

needs both the strategic vision and direction, and a “plan” part

with decisions on actions, targets and resources;

/( ) PM office now leading; capacity needs to be increased;

/ Danger of overloading the SDS process with all the deficiencies of

a country: on the NGO side there is a lot of frustration about this

situation; for the government side the difficulty of dealing with

complexity becomes apparent: the second part of the process

stalled in the attempt to comprise all “plans” already existing;

/ Challenge of strategic directions for actions and prioritisation still

has to be met; a start is made in the new draft SDS (2004);

Vertical coordination/integration: involvement of local communi-

ties has to be started;

Stakeholder consultation and involvement has to be improved:

processes have not been transparent, more pro-active approaches

should be taken; NGOs also lack support;

All actors still need to be encouraged and have adequate condi-

tions in order to take their own initiatives;

Overall implementation deficit of government policies.

E Recommendations for the EU SDS review

Views of the SDC include:

• Get the architecture right: The EU SDS as overarching the Lisbon process;

do not neglect the environmental dimension;

• Provide vision: The EU SDS could serve as guidance; so far it has not

reached people (neither the national nor the EU SDS);

• Clarify the link to the Financial Outlook 2007 – 2013: the SDS should give

guidelines;

• Quantitative targets and indicators would help;

• Provide stronger linkage of the SDS and structural funds (SEA for struc-

tural funds is important);

Strengthen interface of national SDS and EU SDS.
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8 Sweden

With a strong background in ecological sustainability the coordination
for SDS was recently moved to the PM office; societal “comitology” as
tradition for consultation 
• Original approach to SD(S) with environmental focus, i.e. a program for

environmental integration, which was based on a government declaration

in 1994 for “ecological sustainability”: a group of Ministers responsible;

influential investment program of 0.56 Mill € (1997 – 2000), followed by a

smaller program (climate focus) in 2000; in 1999 Parliament adopted 15

overarching environmental quality objectives to be achieved within one

generation, i.e. by 2020, interim targets and actions were adopted in

2001 and subsequently, and an Environmental Objectives Council, com-

prising government agencies and (some) stakeholders, was established

to monitor and report on overall progress towards the objectives.

• With this background it was hence not the first SDS that was adopted in

2002, but the first overall compilation of all government objectives, tar-

gets and action in the area of SD policies with 8 core areas; the 2004

revision of this strategy shows further prioritisation of fields of action.

• With broadening out the SDS it became more apparent that it is difficult to

get other Ministries committed, despite a structurally favourable situation:

a coordination unit in the PM office was therefore established in 2004.

• Government encouraged the local level, right after Rio, to set up local

Agenda 21 processes (and supported it with grants), which resulted in

having around 70% of the municipalities engaged.

• Strong tradition in broad consultation, with a Swedish speciality to

establish for broader/ fundamental policies a preparatory committee

comprising MPs of all political parties, and stakeholders as experts; the

consultation on the SDS 2002 and its revision 2004 though has fallen a

bit short in this respect.

Indiv idual  countr y  analys is  -  Sweden
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Abbreviations
PM Prime Minister (the position of the Head of Government is called Prime Minister, in

Swedish: “statsminister”)

MinE In Sweden it is the Ministry for Environment
1

Indiv idual  countr y  analys is  -  Sweden
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1 A recent government re-organisation (November 2004) broadened it to “Ministry for Society Planning and

Environment”, which covers also housing, energy and sustainable development (cf. also ch. A.1.2), and has

two Ministers in charge: one for environment, one for the other fields.
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A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
Predecessors of a SD strategy

1992 Government encouraged Local Agenda 21 processes including

funds: start for local commitment

1994 New government declares aiming at an “ecologically sustain-

able Sweden”

1996 – 1998 “Delegation” of five Ministers responsible for “ecological

sustainability” (roughly equals a strategy for environmental

integration), with MinE chairing

1998 – 2003 Government’s Local Investment Program for SD (LIP) of around

€ 560 Mill (total over 6 years) for adjustment to SD and

creation of more jobs, managed by MinE, with government

grants covering 30% of the total costs; this program triggered

a welcomed competition among municipalities for the funds,

and together with co-financing by local communities and

enterprises led to a total investment of € 2.9 bn by 2002.  For

2002/2003 the program was redesigned to concentrate on

climate change actions, managed by the Swedish EPA.

1999 Parliament unanimously adopts 15 Environmental Quality

Objectives to be achieved within one generation, i.e. by 2020;

interim targets, timescales and actions were set out by differ-

ent bills in 2000-2002, and an Environmental Objectives

Council, comprising government agencies and (some) stake-

holders, was established to annually monitor and report on

overall progress towards the objectives.  The first report was

published in 2002.

SD strategy

04/2002 National SDS adopted by government.  The SDS was prepared

by an inter-departmental working group, led by the MinE,

which also conducted around 10 conferences/workshops in the

regions that included a broader stakeholder involvement.  The

secretariat of the National Committee on Agenda 21 and

Habitat cooperated in the preparation and conduct of the

regional workshops.

06/2002 National SDS is debated in plenary of the Parliament, which

comments upon it.

04/2004 Revised version of the SDS adopted by government and

handed over to Parliament, who held a debate in November

2004.  It was again an interdepartmental group chaired by the

MinE, who conducted this revision, because the new coordina-

tion unit for SD in the PM Office was only fully established in



May 2004 (government/PM decided on that in 2003).

Stakeholder consultation was done via internet during a rela-

tively short time period.

Assessment:

The commitment of the Swedish government for SD, at least in the first

phase of ‘ecological sustainability’ during the second half of the 1990s, is

probably the strongest among the countries investigated, and it is among

the countries that took early action after Rio.2 Concentrating then on the

environmental aspect of SD was due to the perception that the “Swedish

model for a social welfare state” (established in the 1930s) had achieved a

lot on the social and economic side already, and had gone through quite a

reform process due to an economic crisis during the first half of the 1990s.

Already then there was the political belief that environmental modernisation

would enhance the economy.  Impressive achievements in this context were 

• the adoption of the 15 long-term environmental quality objectives (one

generation, i.e. 2020), together with the subsequent interim targets and

measures, and

• the large investment program for local SD measures.

Other more ambitious goals, like the –4% CO2 reduction (burden sharing

agreement for Sweden: +4%), are to be seen against the background of both

wanting to be a driving-force, and taking global responsibility and hence

aiming at being a role-model for developing countries.  Following this, one

objective in the 2004 SDS is “environmentally driven growth and welfare” (cf.

ch. B).

The commitment of UN members at the Rio+5 conference to preparing a SDS

for the WSSD 2002 triggered Sweden to follow this and to broaden its previ-

ous work.  This effort, and also the 2004 revision, seem to fall short a bit in

terms of 

- stakeholder consultation (compared to Swedish ‘standard),

- lacking targets in other than the environment field, and overall, that non-

environmentalists to some extent do not yet perceive the SDS as a “living

document” that plays a strong role, - it is perceived as if the non-environ-

mental parts are just added, i.e. the holistic view is not yet there,

- linking targets and indicators.

It was also realised that coordination at the higher level would be useful,

which finally came into place in May 2004 (cf. next ch. A.1.2).

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
Coordination mechanisms of the past included a “delegation of Ministers”

from 5 Ministries, chaired by the Minister of Environment, between 1996 and
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2 Sweden considers itself a bit as “best in class” regarding environmental policy, and has (at least: had) the

intention to be a frontrunner in this field; current discussions question this approach regarding its benefit

for the economy (while other EU countries are not complying.  There seems to be a slight discomfiture

about the share of nuclear power, especially in electricity consumption (cf. ch. D.2).
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1998.  This mechanism faded out, and the MinE kept the overall responsibil-

ity for SD policies, including the management of the local investment

program, up to 2002.  Besides the cabinet there is no other coordination

mechanism at Ministers’ level.  Sweden has a rather fortunate setting for

integrated approaches in policy making, as government only decides as a

collective, i.e. compared to other Western European countries the power of

an individual Minister is relatively small.3 Despite this situation, and an

overall cooperative attitude, experience over time has revealed that it was

rather difficult to get other Ministries committed to the SD agenda, which

also applied to drawing up the SDS of 2002.4

The new Environment Minister in place from 2002 strongly supported the

idea of installing a coordination unit in the PM office for

• coordinating SD efforts in the government offices, bringing forward SD

goals in Ministries, and leading the work of further developing the

national strategy; the link to the other levels and actors is implied, as the

unit is available for presenting the SDS and government activities to e.g.

the local level and business;

• functioning as a think-tank;

• developing Sweden’s action in sustainability issues internationally (both

EU and UN CSD).

It comprises senior staff from the Ministry of Finance, Industry (including

regional development and transport), Social Affairs, Foreign Affairs (includ-

ing development aid) and Environment.5 At the same time the PM has

entrusted the Minister for Environment with the overall responsibility for

SD6.  This could be seen as a contradiction to the establishment of a coordi-

nation unit, but in Sweden it is not: It is normal that one Minister gets such a

responsibility, which e.g. implies presenting a bill to Parliament, even if the

PM takes up the coordination task.  The PM office’s ‘identity’ increases the

profile of the policy field.

Assessment:

The coordination unit in the PM office is widely welcomed among the

Ministries and also by stakeholders (NGO and Trade Union confederation):

• the former point out that it is difficult to prioritise in working groups on a

civil servant level; 

• for the latter (the Trade Union confederation) it is appreciated that now

SD can be better communicated to their affiliates as being not only envi-

ronment;
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3 Jahn, 2003, p. 100.

4 This also indicates the degree of obstacles vis-à-vis (environmental) integration and SD policies.

5 Other interested Ministries were Agriculture and consumer affairs, Education and Culture, but it was decided

against, at least for the time being, in order to keeping the unit small.

6 A recent re-organisation of government broadened the MinE to “Ministry for Society Planning and

Environment”, with a (cabinet) Minister for each field.  The former portfolio also comprises sustainable

development, i.e. the responsibility for SD moved to another Minister, but not to another Ministry.  It

remains to be seen how the relationship to the PM coordination unit will be: So far there is a personal union

of the State Secretary of the new Ministry (branch) responsible, and the Head of the PM coordination unit.
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• also the local level supports this initiative as a sign of broadening SD

policies, and for improving government cooperation that so far has not

reached up to the need to deal with horizontal problems.

This unit started its work in May 2004: its senior staff are seconded from

Ministries concerned, with a background in coordination tasks.

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
The first revision of the 2002 national SDS took place between October 2003

and April 2004.  This was a commitment in 2002, and it was also felt that the

results of the WSSD and the National Committee for Agenda 21 and Habitat

as well as some government bills (e.g. public health, global development)

should be included.  The 2004 SDS version hence is not a review in the

‘normal’ sense, but more an update and further prioritising of objectives:

From the previous eight core areas four strategic issues were developed for

the following two years.

The next revision will take place in 2006.  It seems that agreeing on priori-

ties will be a continuous challenge, as the process of opening up towards a

holistic view shows tendencies (also on the stakeholder side) to finding their

own interests the most important to be included.

1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

Overall, there is not yet a decision on (headline) indicators, neither for the

objectives and quantified targets in place (environment, and some for

health), nor for those to come:

• The first progress report 2002 on the 15 environmental quality objectives

uses several indicators per objective, and there are several indicators to

follow up on the 71 sub-targets for 2010.7 So far there has been no aim

to reduce to one indicator per objective, but an ongoing discussion on a

set of fewer indicators.  A systematic review process takes place for

these 15 objectives, also using the ‘traffic light’ method.8

• In 2001 a first set of 30 SD indicators was published9, but these were not

linked to the objectives of the SDS 2002 and not used for the revision (cf.

above: not a ‘normal’ revision with progress report).

This decision on indicators (15 headline indicators are nowadays aimed at)

and their link to the SDS has still to be undertaken; it is intended to achieve

this for the next revision by 2006.

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament

The link of government and Parliament seems to be relatively strong.  One

structural factor is that Sweden mainly has had minority governments,

supported by another party (or by more than one), but not necessarily in all

policy fields, i.e. governments depend on potential support from several sides.
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7 Swedish Environmental Objectives Council/Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (2002).

8 The Environmental Quality Objectives Council reports annually to government, and every four years more in-

depth, which is at the same time the starting point for overhauling the Environmental Policy Bill.

9 A proposal of the MinE, the Statistical Office and the EPA.
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Another is that the integrative, consensus-oriented style of policy–making

led to the Sweden-specific way of “comitology”, which is even called “the

core of Swedish politics”: For certain issues (often broader and more funda-

mental policies) the government asks all political parties to appoint a repre-

sentative to a special committee (“utredning”) for preparing a policy

proposal.  These committees mostly also involve academia and stakeholders

as experts (cf. ch. A.2), or have solely an expert composition.  The purpose of

this system is to involve all parties early, sounding out the potential for

support, and eventually achieving common solutions.  It is also aimed at

broadening the knowledge basis and to have a deeper look at a certain ques-

tion than would be possible within a small Ministry.  Members of the ‘mixed-

parliamentary committees’ are at the same time typically also members of

parliamentary standing committees, the main task of which is to discuss bills

(often more specific) from the government and make suggestions on them to

the Parliament.  So the work of a ‘mixed-parliamentary committee’ – if one is

established - comes earlier: their proposals are discussed in a hearing, then

the government elaborates a bill, which is treated by a standing committee

and then discussed and decided upon by the Parliament.

The Environmental Objectives Council in contrast, that was established with

the adoption of the 15 environmental quality objectives, is composed of

representatives of government agencies and regional bodies, and has a

reporting and monitoring task (cf. footnote 8).  The Environment Advisory

Council (MVB, cf. ch. A.3) saw different phases of functions and work style,

one being similar to the tasks of a ‘mixed-parliamentary committee’.

The number of such committees has been reduced over the last decades

from some hundreds10 to nowadays around 100.

The 15 environmental quality objectives with their 2020 time-horizon are an

example of a long-term approach: they were elaborated by the related

Committee, and also adopted by Parliament: not only supported by a bigger

majority than the social-democrats plus its two supporting parties, but

adopted unanimously by the Parliament.

In case of the SDS no such ‘committee’ was established (but an interdepart-

mental working group drafted the SDS).  This was mainly due to a rather

short time frame for elaborating a SDS prior to the WSSD, and to the situa-

tion that there was already a related committee in place (National Committee

for Agenda 21 and Habitat).  It might also be relevant that the first SDS 2002

was considered more as a compilation of existing policies than a further

agreement of priority fields, targets and actions.

Parliament discussed the first SDS 2002 prepared by government (as a

communication) and commented upon, as well as the revised one of 2004.

Regarding long-term goals, another stabilising factor is a consensus-

oriented style of politics and the fact that there have been mainly social-

democratic governments in Sweden.  Overall consensus about the impor-

tance of environmental policies, though, tends to maintain a rather
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10 There is no recent data available; the last still counting 270 in 1994, but stating that afterwards much fewer

committees have been established.  Some years ago it was decided that the committees shall only work

temporarily, i.e. around 2 years at a maximum (Jahn, 2003, p. 103).
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progressive approach also during liberal-conservative governments.  Also

international goals and commitments, like the Millenium targets, are consid-

ered as stabilising the long-term track, which would also apply for EU

targets.

The SDS itself doesn’t have a time horizon (e.g. four years, as in other coun-

tries).  The relatively short review phases of the SDS (every two years) stems

from considering the SDS as a “living document”, which is illustrated by the

approach taken for the 2004 revision, i.e. without a systematic

review/assessment of the 2002 SDS.

1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy

Sweden’s approach towards a SD strategy seems to be a balanced mixture of

planning, in terms of targets and timetables, and flexibility, in terms of SDS

as “living document”.  Also, a link to actions is in place, at least for the 15

Environmental Quality Objectives for 2020, with underpinning interim targets

and actions.  Those became part of the SDS, whilst in other priority areas

there are objectives but mostly not yet concrete targets.  In this respect the

SDS will have to catch up for a more holistic tackling of SD, but within the

environmental dimension an approach of breaking down from vision and

strategic goals to objectives and targets with timetables and actions has

been successfully put into place.  In this field - and also in the others where

there are no targets yet - the link between targets and indicators is not yet

completed.

It is considered as a success on the indicator side that key indicators for

ecological SD, proposed by the Environmental Advisory Council (MVB, cf. ch.

A.3.1), have been included in each finance plan since 199811.

Targets are taken seriously in Sweden, i.e. there is only target-setting with a

commitment for measures.  It is perceived with a self-evident attitude, as an

instrument that is widely used in business and which government politics is

increasingly taking up.  It is not perceived as a top-down approach, because

it is meant to be an incentive for bottom-up actions: a precondition is that

“smart” targets are chosen12.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
Local authorities traditionally have a strong position in Sweden.  The

geographical situation of being sparsely populated, and people having

moved relatively late to the cities, has caused a deep rooting of Sweden’s

citizens to the countryside.  Furthermore, and a success factor for SD, the

paradigm of inter-generational justice is a key trigger for Swedish citizens.

Government hence, after the Rio conference, visited the counties to prompt

municipalities to start Local Agenda 21 processes.  These regional confer-

ences were organised by the Environmental Advisory Council (cf. ch. A.3.1).

As a start up there were grants provided by the government for supporting
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11 The finance plan is an analysis of the economic situation published bi-annually by the Ministry of Finance

together with the budget.

12 Another anecdote from Russian politics is given (as in Finland): The objective was defined to produce 2.000

tons of nails, with the result that 2 nails each weighing 1 ton were manufactured.
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LA 21 activities (€ 1.9 Mill in 1994 and € 0.7 Mill in 1996).  In 1995 the

National Committee for Agenda 21 was established for monitoring the

process, and preparing a report for the Rio+5 conference in 1997 (when the

committee terminated).

This strong bottom-up approach has shown quite some success: Around 70%

of the municipalities have LA 21 processes, and roughly half of those have

developed their own SD/local action plan.  Even if 40% of local authorities

reduced their budget for LA 21 activities between 1998 and 2001, 20% allo-

cated more resources and 40% kept the same as before13.  These figures

might also confirm an assessment about the state-of-art LA 21, which says

that in many cases the Agenda 21 activities are now integrated into the regu-

lar work, i.e. there are no more special staff.  It is difficult to judge this, as it

may mean both cutting down the driving force, and successful integration.

The LA 21 processes have also involved societal groups, though it is criti-

cised that these attempts still fall short with respect to groups considered as

important by Agenda 21.

There is no independent regional level, but regional government authorities,

which were involved in the regional conferences during the development of

the 2002 SDS.  This administrative level has functions of implementing

government policy, and – as an agency – monitoring e.g. the state of the

environment.

With the inclusion of the UN Habitat agenda in 2000 a new National

Committee on Agenda 21 and Habitat was established for also preparing

Sweden’s contribution to the WSSD in Johannesburg.  As mentioned above,

there was a link between the secretariat of this committee and the prepara-

tion of the national SDS: some personal involvement in the interdepartmen-

tal working group and in organising the regional conferences.

Apparently so far no mutual adaptation of the national SDS and the Local

Agenda 21 activities has taken place.  The Agenda 21 processes in a way

came first, though they will have been influenced by the national environ-

mental policy focus and by the investment program for SD and employment.

When developing their own SD strategies, local authorities asked govern-

ment to revise the vast number of international, European and Nordic objec-

tives existing at this time.  Local authorities see the national SDS as a back-

ground paper.

Currently some new attempts are going on: 

a Government in the 2004 SDS asks all local authorities to develop their

own SD strategies by 2005 (which is supported by the local level, in

order to make the SDS more concrete);

b the Ministry for Regional Affairs will hold its annual conference on SD,

and present the revised SDS.

Sweden -  Actors  and process
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2 Non-governmental actors
In general the political culture is apparently rather open to stakeholder

involvement, which is reflected in:

• stakeholder consultation for policy proposals is standard,

• the tradition of government/parliament committees in which mostly

academia and stakeholders are invited as experts (permanent or one-off ).

The NGOs (environment and development) are rich in members, well organ-

ised on national, regional and local levels, and some receive government

funds (e.g. for organising projects in developing countries).  One of the three

larger ones also has strong standing rights.

The Trade Union confederation is traditionally involved and plays an active

role in policy formulation and commenting.  There are difficulties though in

making their affiliates aware of SD as an important policy approach, and its

overarching character.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
The attitude of industry towards CSR seems to be rather reserved: They tend

to be predominantly occupied with environmental problems, and more social

issues “have to come later”.  Nearly all Swedish companies (› 40.000) are

organised in the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, which is regarded as

more “conservative” in terms of environment and SD policy than the 300

biggest companies, some of which are engaged in CSR.14 As yet, no connec-

tion tends to be drawn between CSR as a new framework and the SD strategy.

The engagement of the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise in environment

and SD policy in general seems to have significantly slowed down - as one

indicator it is mentioned that only two staff are left working in these fields.

As a core problem it is mentioned that the CEO level determines the policy of

the Industry Federation, which is determined by rather short-term thinking,

and that it is apparently difficult to find agreements among all companies.

At the same time there is an interesting network of environmental managers

that has officially been established by industry, cooperating on the senior

staff level and apparently comprising the most extended knowledge on SD

within business.  Their objective is to exchange experience and best practice,

and they are not meant to comment externally on policy proposals (hence

they are not consulted).

There is a new initiative of the government, which established a Swedish

Environmental Technology Centre with the task to advise SMEs.

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
Despite the generally open policy style, sometimes, as in the case of the

SDS, consultation is considered as too short in time and/or too passive: it is

e.g. criticised that the revision of the SDS was not well announced, consulta-

tion took place only via the internet, and no feed-back was given.

Government’s attempts at better involvement by organising around 10

regional conferences and a (national) one in December 2001 for discussion
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with the Minister, followed by a questionnaire to which many people

answered, were hence not well acknowledged.  It is also stated (by environ-

mental NGOs) that the government is not sufficiently aware that any attempt

at learning processes and raising awareness takes much longer than usually

provided for, as earlier examples have shown.

Also, there was no preparation committee for the SDS (cf. ch. A.1.3.2).  These

committees are partly considered as a bit “passive” regarding stakeholder

involvement, because it is mainly the MPs discussing, and stakeholders are

invited as experts to give input to that: sometimes permanently, sometimes

for individual meetings only.  In the case of the National Committee for

Agenda 21 and Habitat e.g. during its second phase of 2000-2002 stakehold-

ers were not invited anymore, because the group of interested parties was

too big (and a selection was not considered), but informed as a “reference

group”.  The attitude towards stakeholders also depends on the respective

Ministry having the lead: Outside of the MinE it is e.g. not so natural to invite

(environmental) NGOs.  The committees are also criticised for their short life

span and being not very transparent about their internal procedures.

Altogether, in contrast to the general attitude towards stakeholder consulta-

tion, the processes for developing and revising the SDS were rather govern-

ment centred.  Also for the new coordination unit within the PM office

managing stakeholder consultation is not a task for a pro-active approach.

Government though considers ownership and participation as vital for SD.

Overall the environmental NGOs find that there was more involvement 10

years ago, including the strong role of local Agenda 21 processes, and it has

decreased since.

3 SD/Environment Council
There has so far been no SD council in Sweden, probably due to the open

political culture, including self-evident stakeholder consultation, a relative

closeness of government and non-governmental actors, and the tradition of

establishing ‘mixed-parliamentary committees’ for certain policy proposals.

The National Committee for Agenda 21 and Habitat, as such a committee

involved in the SDS preparation process, was terminated when its mission

was completed with a report to the government with proposals for the

future15.  These included that a “Forum for SD” should be set up (cf. ch. A.3.3

below).

The National Committee for Agenda 21 and Habitat, as such a committee

involved in the SDS preparation process was terminated, when its mission

was completed with a report to the Government with proposals for the

future16.  In this report it proposed that a “Forum for SD” should be set up

(cf. ch. A.3.3 below).

The Environmental Advisory Council (MVB) is rather an exception in the land-

scape of the parliamentary-expert committees, as it 

• has had mainly external members (academia, stakeholders and other

personalities as experts), 
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16 Swedish National Committee on Agenda 21 and Habitat (2002).
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• has existed for a long time, and is the oldest environment council in

Europe, having been established in 1968 already.

During its time of existence several functions and work style have been

assigned to it, ranging from

• a platform for intensive discussion with the Minister with no decisions

taken as council (1986-94, 2002-03), to

• working similarly like a ‘mixed-parliamentary committee’ (1994-2001),

which included preparing background reports, to

• a mixed version of discussion with the Minister and having working

groups which give independent advice (since 2003).

In contrast to other models of more independent environmental/SD councils,

it has most of its time (besides the phase in the 90s) been chaired by the

Minister responsible for environment, which is meant to have the council

operating closer to policy-making.  Such a constellation seems to be possi-

ble in the Swedish context with the above outlined closeness of government

and non-governmental actors, and the relatively stable political situation.

Hence it is not perceived as a risk that, e.g. with a government change, envi-

ronment policy would face a drawback, and the council would be confronted

with difficulties in its work: It has worked under governments with different

political colours, and there has been a broad support for ecological sustain-

ability across all parties.  For stakeholders it is an interesting constellation

because it provides the opportunity to talk directly to the Minister (on top of

possibly existing bilateral talks).  In any constellation the council has had a

think-tank character, and the recently combination seems to be an interest-

ing approach.

3.1 Role, functions and internal aspects of operation of the Envi-
ronmental Advisory Council (MVB)

Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

The MVB played an important vital role in the earlier phases of ecological

sustainability; outcomes of that time are partly still relevant in the context of

SD policy and the SDS: e.g. the advice on key indicators for ecological SD,

on environmental management systems in government agencies, on sustain-

able mountain regions and archipelagoes (all 1990 – 2000), on resilience,

decoupling, energy efficiency, research policies for sustainable development,

euthrophication (after 2000).17

It also organised, together with the government and the association of local

authorities, a series of seminars in different parts of Sweden at an early

stage in order to promote Agenda 21 (cf. ch. A.1.4). 

It was not officially involved in the development and review of the SDS.

General functions, - views are shared by the council and government:

° (personal) advisor to the Minister for Environment, and indirectly to the

government;
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° think-tank;

° stakeholder/expert dialogue “among each other”, including that consen-

sus building among the members should take place: this nowadays applies

to its working groups, which prepare (independent) recommendations to

the government. In Plenary there is open dialogue with the Minister; 

° stakeholder members quite naturally take the council’s views into their

organisations;

° (in certain phases) promoting environmental/SD policies to interested

parties, e.g. by organising seminars.

Council members operate on an equal footing:

• Plenary meetings are open informal discussions on specific themes, often

with invited speakers, which do not result in decisions.  The new style of

elaborating independent recommendations in working groups is under-

taken in an overall consensus-oriented approach.  So far consensus has

been achieved.

• Government – non-government members: Besides the Minister as chair in

plenaries there are no government members, but officials from other

Ministries are often invited to meetings which cover themes they are

responsible for.  The council aims at supporting the government work

with strategic advice.

• “Double-hat” of Council members:  The council has a deliberative style

with members appointed in a personal capacity.  With its recently started

work method of independent advice from working groups this issue has

been debated, with the conclusion that having two “hats” lies in the

nature of a council and should not be a problem.

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

There is no social-economic council: Negotiations on e.g. wages take place

bilaterally between the sectoral industry and the respective trade union, with

the confederations of trade unions setting the scope and framework.

Relation to government departments:

The MVB directly advises and discusses with the (chairing) Minister for

Environment, and also the relationship with the Ministry is very open and

transparent, which also applies to other departments.

Also with the new PM office’s coordination unit there are good communica-

tion lines, and the MVB is involved in future work on the SDS (review).

3.2 Achievements of the council (MVB)
1 Government’s view

(not covered)

2 MVB’s view

• Agenda setting and raising strategic issues for inter-ministerial

discussion (during its entire existence since 1968);

• High-lightening strategic issues for inter-ministerial discussion and

giving independent advice papers (since 2002);
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• Raising public interest;

• Being a linkage to the scientific society before and after the WSSD;

publishing scientific synthesis reports which were given attention to

at the Summit in Johannesburg; follow up conference for the Swedish

scientific audience (2001-2002);

• Dialogues with business on SD, resulting in voluntary agreements

between Minister and CEOs of 36 big companies from the construc-

tion sector and some 20 companies from retail and transport sector

(1999-2002 in MVB, thereafter handled by MinE);

• Proposing the establishment of the Institute for Ecological

Sustainability (IEH), a coordinating center between practitioners and

researchers for ecologically sustainable development (1998-2000),

and supporting its setting up (cf. ch. A.3.3 below);

• Advice on Green Headline indicators: achievement that some of them

were included in the annual Swedish Finance Plan (1998-99);

• Advice on sustainable archipelagoes and mountain regions (2000).

Success-factors of the MVB

° Independence: council members should not represent their organisation

but act as individuals with the experience of their organisation as a back-

ground;

° Think-tank function: cross-cutting discussions possible as members are

both from scientific society from different disciplines (half of the council)

and more stakeholder based;

° Gaining acknowledgement of the government and the wider political

community by long-term strategic thinking combined with ideas on short-

term measures to be taken;

° Engaging in overarching strategic discussions and underpinning those

with deeper looks into specific themes through working groups;

° Having both open informal discussions with a flexible agenda with the

responsible Minister and persons (political and civil servants) from other

Ministries, and giving independent advice in the form of written reports

through the working groups, where consensus is aimed at;

° Well-acknowledged personalities as council members; positive to include

members who have not been engaged in environment/SD policies before;

° Reliable links into government;

° Providing a budget for communication efforts;

° Linking national to global views; avoid a purely national perspective.

3.3 An SD council as addition?
As stakeholders so far perceive the SDS as a rather top-down process, and

the stakeholder involvement as deficient, a permanent SD council/forum as a

platform for stakeholder dialogue is partly a welcomed idea.  Interestingly,

and possibly an indicator for the political culture, no-one expressed the need

for stakeholder dialogue among each other.  It could well be that this takes

place anyhow, be it in the parliamentary-mixed-expert committees or on any

Sweden -  Actors  and process

266

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



other occasion, and maybe hence would not need a certain format for such

multilateral dialogue.  Bilateral discussion between e.g. Trade Unions and

environmental NGOs are considered as a possible next step.

The MVB is perceived by some as too close to government, and the desire for

a council with members on the same footing, including the election of its

own chairperson, is expressed.

Another typical role of a SD council is the watchdog function for the holistic

view, and as a driving-force for government policies: the MVB partly has this

function for the long-term aspects of environmental policy, providing vision

and strategic approaches.  For the more holistic view both government and

non-governmental actors seem to rather rely on the capabilities of the

government itself to move in this direction, which is indeed finally shown by

establishing the coordination unit.  Recently there have been new develop-

ments: Several Sweden-type committees, including the National Committee

for Agenda 21 and Habitat in 2002, recommended establishing a “Forum for

SD”.  This proposal has now been taken up: The “Institute for Ecological

Sustainability”, established in 1999 with a bridging function between practi-

tioners and research, will be converted to a basis for such a Forum, with the

task to communicate SD into society and organise dialogue with stakehold-

ers.  It remains to be seen how this attempt will evolve.
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B Themes and scope

Sweden put an emphasis on ecological sustainability in the years 1994 to

around 2000.

The first comprehensive SDS of 2002 selected eight core areas from the rele-

vant policy fields, covering the three dimensions:18

• the future environment (repeating the previous environmental quality

objectives);

• limitation of climate change (emphasising the climate change target;

some overlap with the environment chapter);

• population and public health (later on, more concrete objectives were

developed in this area);

• social cohesion, welfare and security; employment and learning in a

knowledge society;

• economic growth and competitiveness;

• regional development and cohesion;

• community development.

The SDS revision 2004 identified four strategic issues (from within the previ-

ous eight core areas, which are kept):19

• environmentally driven growth and welfare (with energy as a key area);

• good health (as the “most important future resource”);

• coherent policies for sustainable community planning;

• child and youth policies for an ageing society.

Overall it is said that the SDS is still perceived as a “green” policy, though

actors are becoming more and more familiar with the overarching concept.



Sweden -  Relat ion  to  E U and internat ional  level

269

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
The commitment of the Gothenburg Summit, that all EU member states

would elaborate a SDS for the WSSD, triggered the formulation of the

Swedish SDS in 2002, which is seen as a “complement” to the EU SDS.  At

the same time though it is said that Sweden wants to maintain its high

national profile in its efforts towards SD “with its long tradition of thinking

in terms of sustainability”.20

The 2002 SDS does not refer explicitly to the EU SDS, but it was supposedly

reflected as much as possible when drafting the eight core areas.  The

Swedish SDS is considered as taking a broader approach and going further

than the EU SDS.  The 2004 revised SDS lists the four priority fields of the

EU SDS without further commenting, whereas the WSSD outcomes are

considered as a basis, inter alia, for the national strategy.

The WSSD agenda, the Millenium goals, the EU SDS and the Lisbon strategy

are typically mentioned together as international initiatives that play a role

in Sweden, and the Nordic SDS has a special relevance21.  For the local level

the UN activities are less important than the EU.

The goals of the Lisbon strategy are considered as important.  The EU SDS

partly receives criticism because it is hard to understand what it is.22

Overall, the attitude towards Europe seems to be ‘distant-constructive’ with

often more ambitious policies than the community, and criticising EU policies

that are important for Sweden, but have been weakened at EU level (e.g.

chemicals policy, cf. below).

2 SD/Environment council (MVB): European and 
international dimension

The MVB has been involved in European cooperation through EEAC since the

mid-90s, and more intensely again since 2001: During the Swedish

Presidency it organised the conference “Greening SD Strategies” at which

the EEAC input to the EU SDS process, which resulted in the Göteborg

summit several months later, was presented and discussed.

It also cooperates through several other mechanisms, and organised e.g. a

side-event on decoupling at the WSSD.

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
The EU unit within the PM office coordinates the input to the Spring Summit,

and by that has been involving all Ministries concerned (cf. also: only collec-

tive government decisions).

20 Regeringskansliet, 2002, p.8/9.

21 Sustainable Development – Bearings for the Nordic Countries” (2001); There are two other multi-national SD

strategies: the “Agenda for the Baltic Sea Region – Baltic 21” (1998) and “Arctic Sustainable Development

Action Program”, approved by the Arctic Council Ministerial meeting on 24.11.2004.

22 Others see the role of the Swedish Presidency in preparing the Gothenburg Summit, where this ‘architectual

defect’ was decided upon, as a driving force for adopting a EU SDS at all.



So far there hasn’t been a good link to the national SDS, but improvement is

expected for the future: there can be a pro-active link between the new SD

coordination unit and the colleagues next door, which will be favourable for

the link between the national and the EU SDS (and the Lisbon process).

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

• environmental taxation (internal discussion: MinE wants Sweden to go

ahead, the Ministry for Industry says it should be done internationally

only);

• chemicals;

• environmental technology: ETAP is important, - most technologies should

be “environmentally adjusted”;

• energy: targets for energy efficiency and renewables.

Also, it is desired that the four strategic areas identified in the 2004 SDS

should become important for the EU SDS as well.

The Common Agriculture Policy receives credit for going in the right direc-

tion, but more needs to be done.

Downstream impact - EU policies hampering national SD processes

EU chemicals policy remains a crucial field, with the national chemicals

industry roughly in favour of the Swedish government’s position, whereas

the “continental” industry is regarded as stumbling block.

CFP is also considered as a problem: Sweden e.g. wanted a moratorium on

cod, but this was not agreed.

Overall assessment

Sweden has played a strong role in EU environmental/integration policies

that are important for the country, e.g. chemicals policy.  The EU SDS plays a

role, but other international goals and commitments seem to be more impor-

tant.
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D Achievements and shortcomings in the national SD 

agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
Successes of the first phase (without an SDS in place) 1995–2001 are:

• 15 environmental quality objectives in place (progress report: four are

difficult, cf. 2.);

• CO2 objective for 2012 stricter than the burden sharing agreement, and a

long-term CO2 objective (2050);

• Key ecological indicators to be included in the finance plan;

• Significant progress in decoupling.

Shortcomings:

No particular one is mentioned, besides the SDS being so far too “bureau-

cratic” and government centred, and that the method and length of consulta-

tion was not sufficient.

2 Most difficult policy fields
The progress report 2002 on the 15 environmental quality objectives identi-

fies four areas that are very difficult to be met within the time-frame:

• reduced climate impact,

• a non-toxic environment,

• zero eutrophication,

• sustainable forests.

For the latter two this is mainly due to the long-term duration of recovery of

the eco-systems.  It is not expected that the long-term objectives will be

changed, but some interim targets might.  The objective of a non-toxic envi-

ronment is tackled both nationally and at EU level, with the latter playing the

crucial role.  A closer look is taken at climate change:

Climate change/energy:

Though something has been achieved in terms of energy efficiency in indus-

try and housing, and the share of renewables has increased, much more can

be done in the building sector.23 Increased subsidies for energy efficiency in

public buildings are decided in the budget of autumn 2004.

Rising emissions from transport is the main driver for not meeting the CO2

objective.  Parliament in 1998 decided to decrease CO2-emissions of road

transport to the levels of 1990 by 2010; no further information on the

impacts of this decision is available.

(Similar to Finland) industry criticises the (more) ambitious CO2 reduction

target, because of competition with companies from countries with lower

targets.

Sweden’s electricity production depends 50% each on water and nuclear

energy: A referendum in 1980 decided both to use existing reactors and to

23 In a recent advice (December 2004) the Swedish MVB proposes that halving the energy use in building can

be achieved by 2050.



phase them out in a certain time span.  The interpretation of this decision

has been debated.  Since then the capacity of nuclear plants has been

expanded, resulting in low prices for electricity, which is on the one hand an

advantage for industry, but has on the other hand also led to overuse; e.g.

the share of electricity consumption for heating has increased24.  This situa-

tion will cause problems regarding CO2 emissions if Sweden eventually

phases out nuclear energy, which is again mentioned in the 2004 SDS.  Steps

are being taken to get an agreement with that industry25, and also on

increasing other renewables (wind).  There will be further efficiency

increases, particularly in buildings including the public sector (cf. above),

and it is aimed that knowledge about low/zero-energy building construction

should increase.

Transport:

Transport is difficult to tackle because of the geographical situation, and the

attitude of citizens.  Shifting freight transport from road to rail has obstacles

not differing from other countries (the knowledge about road and rail is very

much separate).  More should be done in advancing technology and using

this in e.g. public transport (e.g. buses with hydrogen cells).  Metropolitan

areas have to make more efforts to increase public transport.26

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Procedural: improve coordination (measures taken) and consultation (meas-

ures not yet taken).

Overall: Improve ownership in the SDS as overarching strategy.

4 Achievements of the national SDS: success factors and
challenges

Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as

follows27:

Strong background in “ecological sustainability”, now having

successfully widened out;

SDS as a “living document” with at the same time strong under-

pinning objectives, so far in the environment field (also in place

also for health);

PM office now leading and meant to be the driving force, MinE

with overall responsibility;

/( ) Getting all concerned departments committed; as well as overall
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25 More or less following the German role-model.

26 After the last election government proposed to introduce a congestion charge for Stockholm, which was not
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ownership for the SDS;

/ Further prioritising will be a challenge (for the coordination unit),

inter alia as stakeholders tend to regard their own field as the

most important;

/ Not losing the traditionally strong role of the local level in SD

(Local Agenda 21); improve the link of national and local activi-

ties/strategies;

/ Getting back to better stakeholder involvement and consultation;

( ) Agreeing on (headline) indicators, and streamlining the ones used

in different processes, will be a challenge.

E Recommendations for the EU SDS review

Not covered.
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9 United  Kingdom

Comprehensive SDS with indicators and some objectives, and systematic
review; environment lead; ‘devolved’ governments as a major challenge
• UK as one of the earliest countries to prepare a SDS: encouraged this

approach internationally.

• SDS is comprehensive with a clear system of headline indicators against

which progress has been measured since 2000 in a transparent and

understandable way; quantitative targets depend on commitments of

Ministries, and are not systematically and transparently monitored;

because of the multitude of sub-strategies, measures and action it is

difficult to keep oversight, and also the system of priorities, sub-priori-

ties and guiding principles is a bit opaque.

• Dealing with the situation of devolved governments and competences

(Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland) is a major issue; include SD in local

community strategies is a future challenge.

• Lead responsibility with the Ministry of Environment is partly questioned;

commitment of other departments remains limited.

• The EU SDS was not considered; might happen in the course of the

review 2004.

• Strong tradition for stakeholder consultation, though there seems to be

no fresh impetus, and government appears a bit self-centred.

• The SD council receives a lot of credit.
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Abbreviations and terms
PM The Head of Government is called Prime Minister 

Ministries In the UK all Ministries are called “Departments”; in this chapter the more common

term “Ministry” is used, unless otherwise specified.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is called “Foreign Office”.

MinE Ministry (Department) of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA)

SDC The SD council in the UK is called “SD Commission”.

Indiv idual  countr y  analys is  -  Uni ted  Kingdom

276

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y



United Kingdom -  Actors  and process

277

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

A Actors and Process

1 Government: SDS process, government coordination and
review

1.1 SD strategies’ development
1994 Adoption of the first SDS

UK Roundtable on SD and British Government Panel on SD

established1

1995 Report on commitments given in the SDS

1996 Further report

1997 Further report

1997 Elections

Febr.1998 Consultation document “Opportunities for change”

Nov.1998 Consultation on 13 headline indicators

May 1999 2nd SDS adopted (“A better quality of life”)

Dec.1999 Indicators and headline indicators published (“Quality of life

counts”)

2000 SD Commission (council) established (subsuming the

Roundtable and the Government Panel)

Wales: SD scheme “Learning to live differently”

Jan.2001 Annual progress report 2000 “Achieving a better quality of

life”

2002 Scotland: Statement on SD “Meeting the needs… priorities,

actions and targets for SD in Scotland”

Jan.2002 2nd Annual progress report 2001 “Achieving a better quality of

life”

Febr.2003 3rd Annual progress report 2002 “Achieving a better quality of

life”

2004 Full review of the 2nd SDS: Consultation document of the

government (April) “Taking it on, developing a UK sustainable

development strategy together”; SDC retrospective assess-

ment of SDS (April); Drafting of the revised SDS in autumn

April 2005 expected adoption of the 3rd SDS

Assessment:

UK has been a front-runner for SD strategies, mainly triggered by the Rio-

conference 1992, with a then Prime Minister committed to catching up in

environmental policy, and the wider framework of SD.2 UK was hence one of

the, if not the, first country to prepare a SDS in 1994.3 It also promoted this

approach internationally, e.g. when hosting a G7-meeting shortly after Rio

and at the Rio+5 conference in 1997.

1 Both were composed of stakeholders and experts, with the Roundtable being a larger stakeholder forum,

and the Panel a small think-tank.  “Government panel” hence does not mean that it was composed of

government officials.

2 The phases under PM Thatcher caused the country lagging behind.  Her successor (election 1992) intended

to change this.  The Rio conference triggered a spirit of commitment in UK.

3 Finland prepared ‘reports’ in 1990 and 1995, and a strategy in 1998.  Sweden had a government program

for ‘ecological sustainability’ from 1994.



With the 1997 elections the Labour Party came into power and decided to

elaborate a new strategy.  The 1st strategy was apparently considered to be

not sufficiently overarching, and an approach was needed that “emphasises

the social dimension of sustainable development alongside economic issues,

the environment and resource use”.4 Another argument was the forthcoming

situation with ‘devolved administrations’ in Scotland, Wales and Northern

Ireland, which led to handing over competences relevant for SD to the

‘devolved’ level (cf. ch. A.1.4).

Activities in the UK for implementing the 2nd strategy, both initiated by govern-

ment and bottom-up, are abundant, - almost difficult to get a good overview.

The scope and approach of the 2nd SDS has apparently been quite accepted.

Progress made is now under full review, as are priority fields and the head-

line indicators.  It would be desirable if this review made the complex picture

a bit clearer again, and fully scrutinised the difficulties and failures.

1.2 Lead responsibility and horizontal coordination mechanisms
The lead responsibility for the preparation of the 2nd UK SDS was with the

former Department for Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR).

Following a reorganisation this responsibility now belongs to the Department

of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA).  There is a unit for sustain-

able development (SDU) within this department that is responsible for

promoting the SDS across the government departments by liaising with

them.

There are three coordination mechanisms on the Ministerial side:

• the Ministerial Committee on the Environment (‘ENV’) consisting of top

Ministers5 (since 1997) reviewing the impact of government policies on

SD and mainly resolving differences between Ministries, chaired by the

Deputy Prime Minister;

• the cabinet sub-committee of green Ministers (‘ENV(G)’) consisting

mainly of less senior Ministers (typically not members of the cabinet) and

chaired by the Environment Minister (also a “Junior Minister”); it was

formed as an informal committee in 1997 and upgraded to a cabinet sub-

committee in 2001; it mainly deals with measures within government

(e.g. procurement, and also the relationship of departments regarding

SD), and develop policies;

• following the World Summit on SD in 2002, the Secretary of State for

Environment etc established an SD Task Force, with Ministers from a few

departments and key external stakeholders (including the chairman of

the SD council), to develop and take forward action on SD, intending to

drive progress.  Such a body is very unusual in the UK context.
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4 DETR (1999, p. 10).  Apparently the 1994 strategy didn’t have a fixed term and a commitment for monitoring

and review.  It is, besides the introduction in the 2nd SDS 1999, almost not referred to.

5 i.e. Cabinet Ministers (there are currently 22 Cabinet Ministers, and in addition 38 other Ministers, who are

called “Junior Ministers”).
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Departments have been asked to develop their own SD ‘strategies’ or poli-

cies/measures, which so far has been followed by only a few ones, and also

with varying evaluations:

• The Ministry of Environment (DEFRA) as responsible department took the

lead in 2002: its departmental SD strategy mainly covers meta-issues6,

identifies an own set of indicators, and launches an internal awareness-

raising campaign.

• The Ministry of Work and Pensions (DWP) followed also in 2002: the

strategy focuses on reducing the department’s impact on the environ-

ment (e.g. areas of renewable energy, awareness, travel, and the intro-

duction of an Environmental Management System).

• The Action Plan of the Ministry of Education (DfES) proposes measures

for school curricula and for buildings etc., and is assessed as a good

plan, though with a strategic dimension missing; the SD commission was

involved.

• The Ministry of Trade and Industry (DTI) addresses sustainable produc-

tion and consumption as well as carbon reduction, which is altogether

assessed as positive.

• The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Foreign Office) has a strategy, which

focuses on the environmental impact of its UK offices (but not overseas

embassies) and with some regard to policy.  Again, the SDC offered

advice on it.

• The Ministry of Culture, Media and Sports (DCMS) fails to address

tourism in its strategy, which the SDC considers to be a major weakness.

Altogether, these departmental strategies seem to vary in their focus from

internal business, including e.g. the introduction of an Environmental

Management System, to policy proposals.  Perhaps the SDS and the call to

government departments for preparing own strategies has (partly) triggered

the internal business to better integration environmental concerns, which

could have been introduced without a SDS.  The SDS is considered as having

been mainly influential for the Ministry of Environment, and very limited for

the other Departments.  It has not succeeded to trigger radically different

policy options.

In the UK the individual Ministers have a strong position, which apparently

leads to some departmental ‘egoism’ (“silo mentality”, cf. also ch. A.1.3.1),

which is only partly outbalanced by the principle of cabinet decisions.7

The work of ENV and ENV(G) is assessed ambiguously, i.e. partly as success-

ful (from within government) inter alia because more staff from within the

departments got involved, and partly as still rather deficient though some

progress made.

The lead responsibility of the MinE is mainly not discussed pro-actively.  It was

though addressed that a lead of the cabinet office would be desirable because

it works across departments rather than side-lining the SDS as an 
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6 like increased transparency, take a long-term perspective, and ensure that environmental, social and

economic costs and benefits of it work are understood and addressed (DETR, 2003, p. 21).

7 Sturm, 2003, p. 233.
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‘environmental issue’.  Difficulties to get other Departments seriously commit-

ted were also mentioned, which might be an indicator for some deficiencies of

the ENV coordination mechanism; a proper evaluation of their delivery regard-

ing SD was asked for.  Also, the PM’s recent commitment for climate change is

highly welcomed, which perhaps reflects some desire for leadership.

Assessment:

It remains unclear why there is no discussion about the lead responsibility in

the UK, although the current arrangements are only partly assessed as satis-

factory.  There seems to be no practice of making the PM office responsible

for an overarching policy.  Partly this could be due to the small size of this

body, which hence concentrates on very selective issues.

Given the strong commitment of the UK for SD it is though not so well under-

standable why e.g. the Cabinet Office was not asked to take SD on board: It

is a unit that was increased after the election of 2001, and also includes a

“Forward Strategy Unit” for “developing new political visions”.8 In contrast

to this description it is also said that the Cabinet Office only co-ordinates

between Ministries, i.e. it is focused on procedure and not on content.

Perhaps the visionary part of a SDS is not found deficient in the UK, but

rather the implementing part, which is an inherent task of the Departments.

It is still unclear where the overall authority and guidance comes from, and

can be reinforced, and who triggers the Departments to developing targets

and sticking to them.

The Office of the Deputy PM (which is responsible for land use planning) in

the current situation plays a role, e.g. in developing sustainable communi-

ties, but it is not considered as favourable to assign overall leadership to it

because of its apparently limited commitment to SD.

1.3 Monitoring, regular reviewing and long-term perspective
The 1st SDS has had a five-year term and is currently (2004) under a full

review.  The SDS announced that the government will report annually about

progress against the headline indicators, which happened for 2000, 2001

and 2002 (reports were always published early in the respective subsequent

year).  A progress document 2003 was issued in March 2004, which now

reported on the whole period from the launch of the strategy in 1999 rather

than on one single year alone.9

At the same time, the SD Commission (SD council, cf. ch. A.3) has under-

taken its own assessment of progress against the present UK SDS.  This was

published in April 2004, just prior to the government’s consultation docu-

ment and includes both retrospective measuring of the progress on indica-

tors and addresses some ‘key challenges’ on the level of governance, princi-

ples and objectives, and priorities.

The government’s consultation document invites comments on priority fields;

indicators are planned to be updated in the course of the year.
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8 Sturm, 2003, p. 236.

9 “2003 Sustainable development annual report – A review of progress since 1999” (SDC, meeting notes of

the steering group for UK SDC review, 18.12.2003).
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1.3.1 Indicators, targets and timetables

The 1999 SDS listed under its priority themes actions and commitments, and

some useful indicators for those.  Also, a proposal for headline indicators is

mentioned.10 Later in 1999 the “Quality of life counts” report contains the

full system of 147 indicators (existing or to be developed) including 15 head-

line indicators11, against which progress has been measured regularly since

the first annual progress report, and in the full review 2004.

The indicators reflect 15 qualitative objectives.  Quantitative targets in

contrast are developed on the basis of the SDS in so-called Public Service

Agreements (PSAs), i.e. self-commitments of individual Ministries or agree-

ments of two Ministries12.  For each indicator/objective there used to be at

least one such a PSA, some of them also with a timetable.  The annual

progress reports (2000 and 2002) list those PSAs in place, but do not explain

the links to the indicators.  They also do not monitor progress of the PSAs

and do not state if any are changed or dropped.  E.g. the progress report

2000 specifies the target “increase rail use in Great Britain … from levels in

2000 by 50% by 2010”, which was not listed in the 2002 progress report

anymore.  Progress is measured in reports of the individual Ministries, which

at the same time mostly to not refer to the SDS.

The devolved administrations also have developed indicators to monitor

progress in their areas: Scotland uses 24 indicators, Wales 12, and Northern

Ireland is in the process of developing indicators.  It is not clear how much

they are based on the regional versions of the UK headline indicators, which

the UK government had published earlier (“Regional quality of life counts”).

Development of quantitative targets for the SDS itself is considered as rather

difficult, particularly in the situation of devolved governments.  On the other

hand the UK has set some ambitious long-term targets such as the target of

60% CO2-reduction for 205013.

Overall, the UK system of headline indicators/objectives and regular report-

ing is outstanding in how transparent, understandable and systematic it is

(e.g. the famous traffic light system, invented in the UK).  The reporting

system however falls short with respect to the quantitative targets, which

are set in Public Service Agreements: all Ministries with such a PSA were

required to submit separate SD Reports in support of their bids for resources

in the 2002 Spending Review14, but there is no monitoring of whether and

how this is done (cf. ch. D.1).  The Spending Review 2004 sought to integrate

SD criteria more fully into departmental bids, apparently with some success,

but the process is still rather opaque.

1.3.2 Review terms, long-term perspective and role of the Parliament 

The UK is the prototype of a majority/competition style of democracy, also

referred to as “Westminster model of democracy”, with a – in principle – two-
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10 DETR, 1999, p. 21.

11 DETR, 2001, p. 33.

12 The latter is rather the exception than the rule, as government departments tend to prefer targets that the

can achieve “alone”; this is also a reflection of the situation with rather strong individual Ministries.

13 The baseline year is unclear.

14 DETR, 2003, p. 23.
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party system and one-party only ruling.15 This situation might have advan-

tages for implementing policies during a government term, and could have

disadvantages for the long-term perspective.  The UK has seen quite some

policy changes after the labour government came in 1997, but already under

the previous conservative PM there were changes regarding SD policies.16

Long-term objectives are set, but whether they will be long-lasting even in

case of a change of government remains to be seen.

The role of Parliament is also determined by this ‘Westminster model’, which

leads to the cabinet playing a strong role, and Parliament a lesser controlling

one, as there is typically one ruling party with majority also in Parliament.

The strong role of the executive is also inter alia reflected in a tradition of

secrecy of the civil service, also vis-à-vis the Parliament (some reform took

place in 1989 and 2000).17 Parliamentary ‘standing committees’ do not work

on policy compromises during a law making process, but mainly deal with

technical details of a bill.18 The UK system, which also includes a very

strong role of the PM, is with its facets also called “elective dictatorship”19.

The SDS 1999 was not debated in Parliament.

Parliament in 1997 established an Environmental Audit Committee (EAC) to

consider to what extent the policies and programmes of government depart-

ments and non-departmental public bodies contribute to environmental

protection and sustainable development and to audit their performance

against such targets as may be set for them by Ministers.  The EAC has had

some impact, e.g. the government has taken account of its comments on how

the indicators are interpreted.

The 1st SDS did not have a fixed term; the new Labour government 1997 decided

to prepare a new/revised SDS, which was published two years later.  This 2nd,

and current, SDS has a five-year term, and is not directly linked to a government

term.  The new/revised/3rd SDS will most likely look ahead to 2010, and will

hence face an election, perhaps only a few months after being published in

2005, and perhaps even the next election if this should take place in 2009.

1.3.3 Approach for a SD strategy

The UK approach for SD seems a good balance between planning and flexibil-

ity, with an emphasis on systematic follow-up of progress via the 15 headline

indicators.  The flexibility portion is reflected in a high number of different

approaches from many actors throughout all levels of government and soci-

ety, and through different government departments.  The attempt to break

down the complex picture in the annual progress reports falls a bit short,

which is already reflected in the not fully clear set of priority fields (cf. ch. B),

and particularly the progress of the individual government departments are

not monitored in the SDS progress report.  There is a separate “SD in

Government” report instead (First annual report 2002, launched 27.11.2002),
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15 Lijphart, 1999, p. 9 – 21.

16 All in all, no further assessment can be given (as the question was not explicitly addressed).

17 Sturm, 2003, p. 237.

18 NB: This is less relevant in case of a SDS which mainly is a programmatic document of the government, and

mostly only debated in Parliament.

19 Citation of the cabinet Minister from 1978 (Sturm, 2003, p. 234: Lijphart, 1999, p. 12).
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which seems to focus on Ministries’ activities regarding own operation (e.g.

procurement), and not on their policies (cf. monitoring progress towards the

PSAs, giving arguments when a PSA is given up, cf. example above). 

Long-term SD targets such as the CO2-reduction target for 2050 (Energy

White Paper from 2002) are most likely a rather courageous approach.

1.4 Vertical coordination: link to the regional and local level
Regions and local communities used to be comparably weak in the UK: local

communities do not have constitutional legitimacy and a rather low inde-

pendent income.  Regional policy in the UK has been dismantled during the

era of PM Thatcher.20

A pro-’devolution’ policy of the current Labour government, and referenda in

Scotland and Wales 1997, led to the installation of elected assemblies in

these “countries” in 1999, and in Northern Ireland in 199821.  UK is hence

moving away from the position of being one of the most centralised coun-

tries in the Western world.22 Decentralisation though is asymmetric,

because England remains governed by the central government (only), which

cannot really be imagined differently, because it is the country with 85% of

the UK inhabitants and GDP, and there is also no desire of the population of

England to become ‘devolved’, too.23

Major competences relevant for SD policies are now given to the devolved

administrations, with the central government mainly remaining competent

for economic policy, defence and foreign policy.

It is stated that the central government still has quite some difficulties in

dealing with the devolved governments with regard to SD.   In the current

SDS review it has for example proven to be difficult to agree with devolved

governments on the approach and priority fields. 

The Labour government in 1999 also established so-called “Regional

Development Agencies (RDAs)” in eight English regions and re-established

the Greater London Authority, both with the aim to co-ordinate regional

economic development and regeneration.

In line with the 1999 SDS, which states that government should consider SD

when establishing new public bodies, the RDAs have to take SD into account.

They have been following this task and developed “SD frameworks”, which

combine regional and national priorities (i.e. the UK SDS serves as a frame-

work).  But their overall performance in integrating a SD approach into their

economic growth objectives is assessed as insufficient, and environmental

issues as being marginalised.  An evaluation of the RDAs regarding their SD

approach is therefore demanded.

LA 21 initiatives were abundant in the post-Rio phase, but it is stated that

most has “died away”.  It is now assumed that the so-called “Community
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20 Sturm, 2003, p. 255; Lijphart, 1999, p. 17.

21 NB: The fact that there is even no term for the political-geographical dimension of the ‘devolved

governments’ might reveal that these recent developments are still considered as a bit awkward.

22 Lijphart, 1999, p. 17/18.

23 This asymmetric situation has led to quite some discussions regarding the rule of England, because the

national Parliament includes – naturally - members from the devolved regions, who hence co-decide about

policies for England, which are for the other regions devolved (an example was a tuition fee for Universities).
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Strategies”, which the central government has called for24, will be a reflec-

tion of SD on the local level, but achieving this is challenging.

2 Non-governmental actors
The UK has a strong tradition in the ‘self-regulating’ potential of society for

organising processes of consensus building.  It is also stated that the devel-

opment of a state apparatus only followed the industrial revolution,

economic development, and hence also a societal perception of the common

good.25 Single-issue movements have always intended to influence deci-

sion-making rather than become political parties themselves.  At the same

time political parties, particularly the Liberals and Labour, have been quite

open to such movements, which in some cases reach back to the 19th

century (e.g. the peace movement, National Trust) and have gained impor-

tance during the 1970s and 1980s.  The phase of PM Thatcher apparently

increased a cost-benefit-, and more individualistic attitude, though the tradi-

tional common good orientation has also gained ground again.

Overall, NGOs in the UK have a long tradition, are numerous26, also in

members, and quite influential (e.g. the Royal Society for the Protection of

Birds, RSPB, has more members than the three political parties altogether).

In light of a ‘self-regulating’ society and an economical liberalism the role of

trade unions has varied over time, and is nowadays characterised as being

less hostile to the interests of business.  As opposed to the continent, social

policies in the UK are mainly not framed as employee protection, but cover-

ing themes like education/skills, health and crime reduction.

There is no institutionalised socio-economic partnership, but singular nego-

tiations on wages between employers and trade unions, in which government

does not play a role.

Business/employers associations (called “Trade associations”) represent the

interests of the member companies.  Several have developed SD strategies

for their sectors, with help from the Industry Department and advice from

the SD council.  But they tend to reflect the caution of the majority of their

members, rather than the more imaginative approach of some leading

companies.

2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
There is a rather long history of engaging business, including advice to small

firms, on environmental issues, which has more recently broadened in remit:

Initiatives of the government to encourage SD action in the business commu-

nity included a special section of the ‘Queen’s Award for Enterprise’ in 2000

with the purpose to recognise the achievement of commercially successful

products, services and approaches to management with benefits for the

three SD dimensions.  This program is still ongoing, though is apparently not

well known and has no significant impact.
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24 Government guidance on the Local Government Act of 2000.

25 Sturm, 2003, p. 248/249.

26 Numbers from 1994 include about 100 Environmental NGOs, 70 animal protection NGOs, 40 anti-poverty

NGOs, and hundreds of others (The Economist, 13.8.1994, cited in Sturm, 2003, p. 248).
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There are front-running multi-national companies in the UK, which are

engaged in CSR: e.g. the approach of the “triple-bottom line” (“people,

profit, planet”) was invented in the UK. 

2.2 Stakeholder consultation
The government considers improved awareness of SD as an important tool

for change, and stakeholder consultation is very common in UK.  Broad

consultation was conducted for the preparation of the 2nd SDS and the

headline indicators (over 1000 replies), and is currently (2004) undertaken

for the full review of the 2nd SDS.  It includes a two-stage consultation,

mainly conducted via the SD website of the government, with the results of

the first stage analysed and published to stimulate further comments in the

second stage.  This website was launched together with the first progress

report 200027.  In addition there is a series of regional events, and facilitated

workshops and a consultation pack for community groups.  The whole exer-

cise is being conducted, and the results analysed, by a consultancy special-

ising in innovative techniques of consultation.  This amended approach had

been suggested by the SD Commission.

The SDC was asked to consider its role in this particular consultation process

2004, including to fully running it, but it decided to rather organise events

on certain key topics.  It started off with a stakeholder seminar with around

30 key interested parties on its proposed ‘key challenges’ and the measure-

ment of indicators it had performed itself. 

There is no information yet about the amount and kind of feed-back on the

government’s progress report.  At a stakeholder seminar conducted by the

SDC in March 2004 progress made was assessed critically, including some

alarming results (e.g. resource use, particularly road and air transport, waste)

and also the selection of indicators was criticised.  Overall it was also ques-

tioned whether using indicators makes a difference to policy-making at all.

In the 1999 SDS the government also announced to consider the potential of

other methods for consulting on SD policies, such as consensus conferences

and citizens juries28, but apparently there has been no significant attempt.

In 1998 the SD Education Panel was set up, which has given recommenda-

tions for SD education in the national curriculum that were included in 2000.

The Panel was wound up in 2003.  The Education Department has since

published an Action Plan for SD in education.

Also in 1998 already the government also launched a campaign for raising

public awareness for environmental actions, called “are you doing your bit?”,

which included TV advertisement and other publicity means for the fields of

transport, climate change/energy efficiency, waste and water.  The evalua-

tion of this campaign was very positive.29 The government is considering

how best to follow it up.
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27 www.sustainable-development.gov.uk

28 DETR, 1999, p. 28, based on an advice of the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution (Report 1998:

Setting Environmental Standards).

29 90% of the people recognise the campaign, around 70% stated that it made them think and almost as

many planned to start or increase environmental actions (DETR, 2001, p. 32). 
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3 SD council (SDC)
The 1994 SDS created the British Government Panel on SD and the UK

Roundtable on SD, the latter being a broader stakeholder advisory body, the

former a think-tank of independent experts.  As announced in the 1999 SD

strategy the SD Commission (SDC) was established in 2000 subsuming these

two bodies.

It is composed of 22 personalities from business, NGOs, local and regional

administration and academia, nominated and appointed on a personal basis.

It acts as an advisory body from a civil society and expert point of view.

The SDC reports to the Prime Minister, the First Ministers in Scotland and

Wales and the First and Deputy First Minister in Northern Ireland.  It is

though in administrative terms linked to the MinE, and also sometimes seen

as the council of this department (which also has the lead for SD policies, cf.

ch. A.1.2).  The expectation of regular discussion with the PM has not

entirely been fulfilled, though the relationship overall is assessed positively.

It is partly demanded that the SDC should be linked to an overarching

government body (in the same way the SDS should).

The council acts predominantly on its own initiative, occasionally on request

of the government.

The SDC’s work is highly appreciated by all interview partners.

Somewhat similar bodies have evolved in the devolved countries: “The

Scottish SD Forum”, the “Welsh SD Forum”, and “Sustainable Northern

Ireland”.  Of these, the Welsh Forum is the most similar to SDC, being an

advisory body of independent people with its own secretariat, supported by

the Welsh Assembly Government.  SDC has established close links with all

three bodies, its members playing leading roles in them.

The Sustainable Development Task Force is a mixed government/stakeholder

body, established after the WSSD 2002 to take forward action for SD (cf. ch.

A.1.2).

3.1 Role and functions of the SD council
Role vis-à-vis the SDS:

The role of the SDC in general is to advocate SD across all sectors in the UK,

review progress towards it, and build consensus on the actions needed to

further progress.  It is meant to inspire government, business and society.

Within this wider remit it has a clear function in advising on the SDS.  Key

advice were: 

• On energy policy, influencing the White Paper on Energy in 2002, which

then did put SD at the centre;

• On economic growth in 2003, urging the pursuit of true well-being rather

than growth as an end in itself; this is leading to advice on the objectives

of the next SDS;

• “Shows Promise But Must Try Harder” (April 2004), assessing progress

made since publication of the 1999 SDS and setting challenges for the

next one.
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The SDC will also scrutinise the choice of indicators.

In the context of increased importance of the vertical linkages it has under-

taken some efforts for better communication with the devolved governments

and administrations (besides the council members representing these

regions), and continues with prioritising this aspects in their “key chal-

lenges” for the SDS review.

General functions, - views are shared by the council and government:

° Advisory board to the government: challenging from an independent civil

society point of view;

° reminder/watchdog for the holistic/integrated and long-term view:

review how far SD is being achieved in the UK in all relevant policy fields,

identify processes and policies which maybe undermining this;

° think-tank;

° stakeholder/expert dialogue “among each other”, including that consen-

sus building among the members should take place;

° stakeholder members to take the views into their organisations;

° agenda setting and tackling difficult policy issues (‘identify unsustain-

able trends and recommend actions to reverse them’); opinion former;

° encourage and stimulate good practice;

° raise awareness on SD policies and fostering stakeholder dialogue.

3.2 Internal aspects of operation
Council members operate on equal footing:

• The council has a cooperative approach with consensus aimed at, - there

is no majority voting.  The atmosphere is characterised by open, informal

brainstorming on themes and strategic issues.

• It has an independent status with no government members.

• “Double-hat” of council members:  The council members do not ‘repre-

sent’ in a narrow sense the organisation that nominated them (i.e. “their”

organisation).  They operate and discuss as individual personalities on

the basis of pluralism of ideas.  No conflicts have occurred.

• All council members have a background in organisations that have a long

history for standing for their positions; hence there is an equal self-confi-

dence (incl. environmental NGOs, which is elsewhere not necessarily the

case).

Relation to and role of socio-economic partners:

As introduced above there is no institutionalised socio-economic partnership

in the UK.  

The are no members of business associations in the SDC, but representatives

of individual companies, which again reflects the more fore-running position

of some regarding SD, as opposed to the trade associations (cf. ch. A.2).

Relation to government departments:

The relation to government departments varies: The SDC has no government
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members, but conducts regular dialogue with the Ministries concerned.  It

has good relations with several departments, including Environment, Food &

Rural Affairs, Health, Trade & Industry and Education.

3.3 Achievements of the council
1 Government’s view

• Valued as stakeholder advisory body with high quality work; inde-

pendent input is appreciated;

• it is beneficial that the SDC may address issues that are difficult for

the government;

• challenges and encourages government.

2 SDC’s view

• Significant contributions to the implementation of the 2nd SDS, and

input to the full review 2004;

• the council triggered the government to take an innovative approach

to consultation on the new SDS;

• it offered detailed advice on farming policy, when this was under

review, contributing to a new strategy based on SD principles;

• its policy advice on energy was the most integrative one, and

contributed significantly to the 2002 Energy White Paper;

• initiatives on sustainable production and consumption30, including

the recommendation to government that a Sustainable Consumption

and Production Roundtable should be established.  This was done in

May 2004, co-chaired by a member of SDC and the Chief Executive of

the National Consumer Council;

• SDC helped the Department for Education to frame its Action Plan for

SD in Education and is now beginning to help them implement it;

• the two most successful activities so far have been the advice on

farming and energy policy. Both involved a combination of published

documents and advice delivered in person across the table, and both

resulted in new policies reflecting the principles of SD. SDC is taking

a similar approach to the review of SDS;

• initiatives for communicating SD such as the succession of annual

publications in a novel and highly imaginative format, and creation of

a network for those seeking to communicate SD.

Overall the council received a lot of credit for its work from all interviewees,

its establishment was partly considered as a “sign of good faith”.

Success-factors of a SD council

° Independence: members should not represent their organisation but act

as individual personality with the experience of their organisation as

background;

° Try to develop an attitude of experimentation with open dialogue and
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enthusiasm;

° Gaining acknowledgement of the government through quality of work,

and getting to agreements between the stakeholders on the council; 

° Strong chair and well-acknowledged experts as council members; 

° Good links into government, with a combination of internal (bi-lateral,

‘private’) and external (‘official’) advice, and a combination of both;

° An imaginative approach to communication, to reach people who need to

take action. 

B Themes and scope

The second SDS (1999-2004) has four main aims, reflecting the three dimen-

sions of SD:

• social progress which recognises the needs of everyone; 

• effective protection of the environment; 

• prudent use of natural resources;

• maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and employ-

ment.

The strategy also establishes 10 guiding principles, which are partly overar-

ching principles, partly objectives in itself: ‘taking a long-term perspective’

and ‘using scientific knowledge’ are example of the former, whereas ‘creating

an open and supportive economic system’ and ‘combating poverty and social

exclusions’ are rather to be seen as objectives.

A bit confusingly the SDS states five priority areas (paragraph 3.31) and

seven “future” priority areas (paragraph 10.3), which in the progress report

2000 are referred to as “specific priorities”31 (similarities of the two sets are

indicated with [#]):

“Priority area 1 We need more growth not less. Although compared with

many countries the UK’s economy is highly productive and

our average incomes are high, we have steadily been over-

taken by other nations in both respects. [#]

Priority area 2 That growth must be of a higher quality than in the past. It

needs to be achieved while reducing pollution and use of

resources. 

Priority area 3 Prosperity must be shared more widely and fairly: some

parts of the country and some groups are falling too far

behind. [#]

Priority area 4 Our towns and countryside contribute significantly to our

quality of life. We need to make our towns and cities better

places to live and work, and to retain the special character-

istics of our landscape which we most value. [#]

Priority area 5 We must contribute to global sustainable development in

particular for those in extreme poverty.” [#]

31 DETR, 2001, p. 59.



The future or “specific” priorities are:

• more investment in people and equipment for a competitive economy; [#]

• reducing the level of social exclusion; [#]

• promoting a transport system which provides choice, and also minimises

environmental harm and reduces congestion;

• improving the larger towns and cities to make them better places to live

and work; [#]

• directing development and promoting agricultural practices to protect

and enhance the countryside and wildlife;

• improving energy efficiency and tackling waste;

• working with others to achieve sustainable development internationally. [#]

In addition, the SD website states as the UK priorities for SD32, under which

other objectives, and then also measures and key areas of action are

grouped:

• a sustainable economy,

• building sustainable communities,

• managing the environment & resources,

• international co-operation and development.

Altogether the priority areas, when and which, and what link between which

sets, are not fully clear.  Neither is their link to the headline indicators: 

The “Quality of life counts” report in 1999 established 15 headline indicators

from the three SD dimensions, which are linked to qualitative objectives

(these were formulated in the annual progress report 2002, cf. Table 1).

Uni ted  Kingdom -  Themes and scope

290 32 www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/index.htm, visited on 20.2.2004.
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Table 1: Headline Indicators in the UK

The revised/new SDS will likely prioritise climate change, production and consumption and environmental 

justice.  The system of indicators and the 15 headline indicators will be reviewed in the course of 2004.

Headline indicator Objective  

Economic

H1 Economic output (GDP) Our economy must continue to grow

H2 Investment (as % of GDP) Investment (in modern plant and machinery as 
well as research and development) is vital to 
our future prosperity  

H3 Employment Maintain high and stable levels od employment 
so everyone can share greater job opportunities

Social   

H4 Poverty and social exclusion Tackle poverty and social exclusion

H5 Education (qualifications at age 19) Equip people with the skills to fulfil their 
potential  

H6 Health (expected years of healthy life) Improve health of the population overall

H7 Housing Improve the condition of housing stock  

H8 Crime Reduce both crime and fear of crime 

Environment

H9 Climate change (greenhouse gases) Continue to reduce our emissions of green
house gases now, and plan for greater 
reductions in the longer term  

H10 Air quality (days of air pollution) Reduce air pollution and ensure air quality 
continues to improve through the longer term  

H11 Road traffic Improve choice in Improve access to education, jobs, leisure 
transport; and services; and reduce the need to travel

H12 River water quality Improve river quality  

H13 Wildlife (farmland birds) Reverse the long-term decline in populations of 
farmland and woodland birds  

H14 Land use (% new homes on Re-using previously developed land, in order to
previously developed land) protect the countryside and encourage urban 

regeneration  

H15 Waste (arisings and management) Move away from the disposal of 
waste towards waste reduction, reuse, 
recycling and recovery
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C Relation to the EU (SDS) and other international 

strategies

1 Consideration and impact of the EU SDS
The Rio conference, and the overall spirit created there, was the key trigger

for the UK to preparing a national SDS.  It was one of the first countries

having endorsed a SDS in 1994.  In this position the country was a driving

force for other countries to doing alike, e.g. at the Rio+5 conference in 1997.

Momentum hence can be created both ways, and national and international

agendas always interact.

There was no EU SDS yet when the 2nd UK SDS was endorsed in 1999, but the

importance of international action and the shaping role of EU policies for the UK

were emphasised.  Reference is made to the 5th Environmental Action Program

and other efforts of the EU for environmental integration (Treaty of Amsterdam,

Cardiff process).33 The progress report 2000 stated that the UK had strongly

supported the conclusions of the Helsinki summit to prepare a SDS for the EU,

and also expressed its priorities: to work towards an innovative, highly competi-

tive, resource efficient, low carbon economy.  In the progress report 2002 the

key development of the EU regarding SD are listed and briefly explained: the UK

supporting the work on the follow-up of the WSSD, CAP-reform and pro-actively

on Sustainability Impact Assessment.  Regarding the EU SDS no link is made. 

The UK SDS and the EU SDS show some overlap in priority fields (in fact all EU

priorities are covered), but the EU SDS has not been explicitly considered in

the past.  It might be taken into account a bit more for the current review 2004.

The Lisbon process is taken seriously (on the government side), with the

Ministry of Foreign Affairs in a leading role and the cabinet overall involved.

It is stated that mechanisms for input had been well in place since 2000, and

that the EU SDS (Gothenburg conclusions) was welcomed to be taken on

board.  The UK also was the initiator of the “green diplomacy network”, - a

cooperation between environment staff in the Ministries of Foreign Affairs.

Overall, non-governmental actors perceive the EU as bureaucratic, turgid,

remote and no environment for informal debate as required for SD policies.34

The SD Commission has considered the EU SDS only briefly, mainly because

of their national remit including the focus on devolution, and limited capac-

ity, and the personal interests of most members.

The overall national focus of the UK might at least partly be driven by the

relatively new situation of having ‘devolved governments’, which just gets

more attention than the EU.

2 SD council (SDC): European and international dimension
The SDC has been formally involved in European cooperation through EEAC

only relatively late, considerably since 2003.  Since October 2002 a council

member co-chairs the EEAC Working Group Sustainable Development together

33 DETR, 1999, p. 12.

34 It is also partly stated that the language problem stands in the way of informal debate (although English

seems to have become the major working language at EU level, individuals with English mother tongue

sometimes feels uncomfortable when having to deal with ‘continental’ English).
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with the German SDC.35 The council’s reservation vis-à-vis commitment or

interest in European cooperation reflects its focus on national policy.36

The SDC has taken limited interest in other international forums, for the same

reason.  But several members attended the World Summit in 2002 and SDC

used the event as a vehicle for raising awareness of SD in the UK.

3 Lisbon process: preparation of Spring Summits
The Lisbon process is coordinated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (“Foreign

Office”), which consults with Departments concerned including the MinE where

there is a unit for EU/international affairs.  There is also an informal group

composed of several Ministries that are more strongly involved.  The link to the

national SDS though is rather deficient: Staff involved in the national SDS lack

knowledge about the EU SDS, and there are no organised links within the MinE

between the two units.  This deficient link is seen as rather natural in bigger coun-

tries, where there are more civil servants involved in details, whereas in smaller

countries staff tends to have a better overview.  It is though not perceived as urgent

to improve the situation.  Furthermore, there is a lack of EU integration within each

department, which is typically done by one or even more separate units.

The SD council has not dealt with Spring Summits so far.

4 Policy fields upstream and downstream
Upstream action - EU activity is desired/required

• climate change: inter alia promoting renewable energy with European funds;

• trade (poverty reduction);

• aviation (emissions) and transport in general;

• agriculture and fisheries: inter alia labelling of eco-food;

• research;

• product standards: setting minimum efficiency standards (e.g. for white

goods and vehicles).

Downstream impact - EU policies hampering national SD processes

The underlying approach of the EU for transport policy, encouraging as much

movement as possible in light of the overarching aim of free trade and free

movement of goods, is in the same way problematic as are national transport

policies.

Conditional targets and implementation

Do not exist in the UK.

35 The Working Group comprises SD and other councils engaged in the SD agenda.  .  It has so far prepared two key

statements: “Strengthening sustainable development in the EU”, December 2002, as input for the Spring Summit 2003

for the revision of the EU SDS post Johannesburg, and November 2003 as input for the Spring Summit 2004.  It was

also key author of the “Kinsale Challenge” (April 2004), which addresses key recommendations for the EU SDS review.

36 In contrast, the UK environmental advisory council (Royal Commission for Environmental Pollution, RCEP)

was a founding member of the network in 1993 and strongly committed, e.g. with nominating a council

member who was elected chair of EEAC (2000 – 2002).  Also, the UK Nature Conservation Agencies (English

Nature, Scottish Natural Heritage SNH, Countryside Council of Wales CCW, Joint Nature Conservation

Committee JNCC) have been members of EEAC for several years, which reflects their interest in influencing EU

policy making (in institutional terms these agencies are no independent advisory councils, but they do have

advisory functions for the government and therefore differ from agencies in other countries).
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D Achievements and shortcomings in 

the national SD agenda

1 Successes and shortcomings
• The SDS has stimulated debate and increased understanding and

consciousness of decision-makers.  Though it is also criticised for having

become a bureaucratic process itself, with deficient implementation of

general aspirations, and too many platitudes and window-dressing.

• The comprehensive approach of the SDS is considered as self-evident,

and the attempt to link different policy fields has led to some more policy

coherence, as well as to some elements of green taxation, and procedural

instruments like Environmental Impact Assessment/Integrated Policy

Appraisal.

• Getting other departments committed to develop their own strategies for

SD: partly commitment and cooperation has increased, and SD is not a

narrow “specialist” issue anymore, partly this had led to dilution, and the

delivery is not satisfactory.  Some government departments realised win-

win situation and have moved into this direction.  More difficult policy

fields have not been tackled.

• Those establishing new public bodies have to consider including SD in

their remits.

• Increased resources for the SD unit in the Ministry of Environment.

• The system of monitoring progress against headline indicators is appreci-

ated; more visible targets are missing.  Cases with a quantitative target

in place have had significant effects on policy development (e.g. the wild

birds headline indicator has helped to emphasise the need for an

enhanced agri-environment programme).

• The “Greening Government” initiative would benefit from stronger minis-

terial leadership.

• Project and policy appraisals do not give sufficient attention to SD (e.g.

Regulatory Impact Assessment) and/or only rarely influence policy

choices (e.g. Integrated Policy Appraisal, which includes “environmental

guidance”).

• Momentum has been lost, and there is a constant need to “re-galvanise”,

which is aimed at during the full SDS review in 2004.

Achievements and failures in policy fields include:

• The Energy White Paper with its long-term CO2-reduction target is

considered as success.

• The government’s strategy for sustainable consumption and production is

a genuine attempt to reconcile economic, environmental and social

perspectives.

• The Spending Review 2002 was a good attempt for ‘greening the budget’,

and it is often mentioned as a “success story”, because of the commit-

ment of the powerful Treasury (Ministry of Finance).  At the same time the

process is criticised for its lack of transparency and monitoring: neither
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the criteria were made available nor the way they were applied to which

Ministries (even not to the Parliamentary Environmental Audit

Committee); in fact the entire implementation phase and outcome of this

attempt is fully unknown.  The 2002 attempt was partly triggered by the

personal commitment of the Junior Minister in the Treasury, who used to

be a “green Minister” (cf. ch. A.1.2) in another department.  SD criteria

were used again in Spending Review 2004, but again not in a transparent

way.

• The Treasury is asked to reconsider the priority of GDP growth in light of

the quality of life concept of the SDS, and should also give more empha-

sis on the economic benefits of a high quality environment.

• Taxation for more sustainable transport (“fuel escalator”) was a good

cooperation of the Treasury and the Department of Transport, but was

given up again after several years, and the department is not committed

anymore.  It is also criticised for a disappointing aviation white paper.

The department is expected to aiming at giving up the ambitious objec-

tive of the SDS ‘reduce the need to travel’.

• It is questioned whether the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister’s

(responsible for land use planning) agenda for sustainable communities

will be environmentally sustainable in its implementation.

• Agriculture policy: UK had delivered modulation of the previous CAP, and

demanded compulsory modulation for the CAP-reform, which was not

achieved.  The Sustainable Food and Farming Strategy (MinE/DEFRA)

reflects priorities of the national SDS, though progress made is consid-

ered as very slow.

• The SDS has provided for important environmental legislation such as

the Countryside & Rights of Way Act.

2 Most difficult policy fields
Mobility / Transport

This policy field is considered as difficult because of short political horizons

and the unpopularity of measures like increased pricing for roads as a steer-

ing mechanism37.  Land use planning of the past and the general demand of

citizens for an own house have not sufficiently limited spreading of settle-

ment, which causes much commuting by cars.

Particularly aviation is a problem, partly because policy is based too much

on a traditional model of ‘predict and provide’ and because of opposition by

other countries to the introduction of a kerosine tax.38 The government

claims that the aviation policy has to be tackled internationally, but other

actors heavily questioned the likely success of this approach and emphasise

the need for a public debate.  As opposed to other policy fields (e.g. increase

energy efficiency) it is difficult to agree on different aims of transport policy.

37 E.g. the London congestion charge was a very courageous measure and a rare event of political change, but

highly criticised at the same time, partly for social reasons.

38 The RCEP’s report on aviation is highly appreciated, whereas the government’s aviation white paper is

considered as a failure.



United Kingdom -  Chal lenges  nat ional  SD st rategy

296

S
u

s
ta

in
in

g
 S

u
s

ta
in

a
b

il
it

y

The rail system is improving, but still lags many European countries.  Further

large investments in public transport would be required to improve the

systems.

Regarding a change of modal split the focus does not lie on shifting freight

transport to rail: Freight transport is very much road based, and even a

substantial increase in rail freight would make little difference to this.

Energy / Climate change

The CO2 reduction target for 2050 cannot be achieved with efficiency

increase only.  Transport, industry and households are difficult main contrib-

utors.  Increase energy efficiency in housing (a new building regulation is

planned) and increase share in renewable energy both remain challenges.

The policy field seems to be perceived as going in the right direction nation-

ally.

Consumption / growth / life style

Sustainable consumption and production is seen as a major challenge by

several actors and the SDC, because it touches fundamentally on the ques-

tion of growth, and is also conflicting because of consumer habits.  The

council has started some initiatives in this field (cf. ch. A.3.3), and it also

criticised the strategy on sustainable production and consumption (a joint

document by the MinE, and the Ministry of Trade and Industry) for lacking a

strategic approach.

In the context of consumption and life-style, also waste is mentioned as a

difficult policy fields, with a very high growing rate of household waste.

3 Improvement potentials for the national SDS
Procedural: more clear commitments of government departments and evalua-

tion of their delivery; and/or move the lead responsibility for the SDS to an

overarching government body; set more quantitative targets; improve vertical

coordination; 

Content:  changing the objective of economic growth, to reflect a focus on

quality of life and the need to live within environmental limits; making

carbon reduction a key driver of policy across government.

4 National SDS: achievements and challenges
Achievements and challenges are assessed in a summarised way as

follows39:

/( ) Comprehensive SDS with priority fields, but little evidence that

they derive from SD considerations as such; they seem to have

developed their ‘own lives’ over time and the relation to the SD(S)

has become less clear;

39 achievement

( ) partial achievement

/ mixed: achievement and challenge

( ) partial challenge

challenge
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/( ) Mainly transparent system of headline indicators, regular and

systematic monitoring against them, clear and comprehensible

progress reports; quantitative targets depend on “Public Service

Agreements”, which are more opaque and not reported on

comprehensively;

/( ) Stakeholder consultation is taken seriously, and the SD council

plays an important part in getting stakeholders as well as the

local and regional levels involved;

/( ) Vertical coordination has become a major issue in light of the

devolved countries since 1999: the overall irritation/confusion

about this situation causes significant challenges;

( )/( ) Leadership deficiencies, though not heavily discussed;

( )/ So far poor link to the EU SDS; there are also coordination deficits

in this respect; regarding EU policies in contrast the UK has a

more pro-active approach.

E Recommendations for the EU SDS review

• Get the architecture and the link of EU SDS and Lisbon process right;

include in the Lisbon strategy the goal “most eco-efficient economy”;

• The Lisbon strategy is in tendency too broad and has to become more

digestible;

• “Go public”: SD needs leadership, - bottom-up alone doesn’t work;

participation of business, the social sector and civil society is needed at

the same time; establishing a stakeholder advisory mechanism would

support this; 

• Indicators and progress reports are important for the process, which initi-

ates a public debate: include quantitative targets, indicators and timeta-

bles in the SDS; 

• The EU needs an institutional and procedural framework for SD policies,

because the coordination needs are enormous, and a central and/or advi-

sory institution is needed to keep the issue on the agenda.

Creating a SD council on the EU level is partly favoured; but also partly

declined, because an atmosphere like in the case of the national SDC cannot

easily be reproduced on the EU level and there is not the same constituency

of civic society at EU level from which to draw members.40

40 NB: It is well possible that ‘soft factors’, and particularly the language, causes reservations in the UK, like

e.g. in France, Spain and Italy.  People from bigger countries tend to feel more uncomfortable to deal with

foreign languages, even if they do not have to talk in a foreign language themselves.
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