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ABSTRACT The recent growth of interest in sustainable developm ent has led to the

incorporation of the concept into policy m aking at a variety of scales. In all cases

particular em phasis is placed upon the local scale as the focus for the implem entation of

policy and initiatives and especially upon local authorities as the major contributor to

this process. There has been little assessm ent, however, of the extent to which local

authorities either can, or are, undertaking such initiatives. This paper exam ines: the

potential role that local authorities can play in integrating econom ic developm ent and

the environm ent; the forms of response and initiatives that are currently in place,

drawing upon survey evidence from urban local authorities in England and Wales; and

som e of the lim its to local authority action.

Introduction

In recent years environm ental issues have rapidly risen up both the political and

business agendas. Public interest in such environm ental issues has ¯ uctuated

since the initial upsurge of concern in the 1960s and 1970s, but a particular

feature of the recent revival of interest in environmental matters is a new

approach to reconciling environmental protection with economic development.

In the past, the options were seen as constituting either the environment or

economic development. More recently the adoption of sustainable development

as a guiding principle has supposedly allowed movement away from this simple

dichotomy towards a debate around the type of development that can take

place. While de® ning sustainable development in operational terms has proved

dif ® cult, it has been rapidly embraced at all levels of policymaking from the

international (UNCED, 1992) to the supra-national (Commission of the European

Communities (CEC), 1992), national (HM Government, 1994) and local (Local

Governm ent Management Board (LGMB), 1993). In all cases a major emphasis

has been placed upon the local scale as the most appropriate for the delivery of
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sustainable development policies and initiatives, with a particular stress upon

local authorities as the major contributor to this process. The LGMB, for

example, has argued that local authorities are ideally placed to formulate a

multi-level corporate strategy for the sustainable management of the local

environm ent (LGMB, 1992). In the United Kingdom, however, the ª radical

environm ental activity undertaken by UK local authorities¼ is non-statutory

and, in contrast to the situation in some other Member States, undertaken

without ® nancial support from central governmentº (European Union Expert

Group on the Urban Environment, 1994, p. 37). Local authorities have responded

to the challenges raised by these policy statements by developing their own

environm ental strategies and initiatives (Agyeman & Evans, 1994). Much of this

has revolved around traditional environmental issues, such as open space, and

around planning issues (Healey & Shaw, 1994). Rather less attention has been

focused upon the interrelationship with economic development issues at the

local scale. However, it can be argued that the relationship between economic

development and the environment within a local area (or, indeed, at any spatial

scale) is fundamental to whether any advance towards a more sustainable future

can be achieved. In this paper the following issues are examined: the potential

role that local authorities can play in integrating economic development and the

environm ent; the forms of response and initiatives that are currently in place,

drawing upon survey evidence from urban local authorities in England and

Wales; and an outline of the limits to local authority action.

The Local Authority Role in Integrating Economic Developm ent and the

Environment

One pragmatic reason for examining the role that local authorities can play in

implementing sustainable development is because much of the emphasis within

policy statements is placed upon the local scale as the most relevant for action.

While the most appropriate spatial scale for implementing sustainable develop-

ment is a more contentious issue than this suggests, it is certainly correct that an

important component of policy design and implementation will occur at the

local level.
1

Implementing the Agenda 21 principles agreed at the 1992 Earth

Summit requires the active participation of local authorities and communities,

notably through the Local Agenda 21 process whereby each local area should

have an agreed sustainable development policy in place by the end of 1996

(UN CED, 1992). The European Union’s Fifth Environmental Action Programme

Towards Sustainability stresses the role of local authorities in integrating econ-

omic development with environmental protection and emphasizes the need to

address environmental issues on a sectoral and regional basis to achieve the

integrated development of the economy and the environment involving all

sectors of industry, the local community and local authorities (CEC, 1992;

Welford & Gouldson, 1993). A number of key areas are identi® ed within the

Fifth Environmental Action Programme where local authorities have an import-

ant role, including spatial planning, economic development, infrastructure de-

velopment, industrial pollution, waste management and transport (CEC, 1992).

In the United Kingdom the initial emphasis provided by the government White

Paper This Com m on Inheritance has been followed by the UK sustainable develop-

ment strategy, as well as a number of planning guidance notes emphasizing the
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need for sustainable development to be incorporated into local planning practice

for transport and physical development (HM Government, 1990, 1994).

One result of these policy initiatives has been a growth of interest in examin-

ing the practical implications of sustainable development for local economies.

Much of this activity has been galvanized by the Local Agenda 21 process and

by international schemes such as the Canadian-based International Council for

Local Environm ental Initiatives’ (ICLEI) Local Agenda 21 Communities Network

to establish demonstration projects in local authority areas. In the United

Kingdom a major role is being played by the LGMB, both in its own right as a

co-ordinating body promoting UN and EU environm ental policy and good

practice (LGMB, 1993) and through the LGMB’s work in co-ordinating the UK

local authority associations’ Local Agenda 21 Steering Group (Gibbs & Healey,

1995). LGMB’s work on greenin g economic development identi® es ® ve possible

aims which can act as a basis for an integrated approach to environmental and

economic strategies (LGMB, 1993):

· helping businesses to reduce their impacts on the environment;
· encouraging a move towards a more sustainable mix of businesses in the area,

for example, through inward investment;
· fostering the development of environmental industries in the local area;
· protecting the environment in ways that do not threaten jobs;
· seeking business opportunities through environmental protection and en-

hancement.

A similar interest in the local scale has emerged in academic work on

sustainable development. For example, Norgaard (1988) has argued that sustain-

ability can be implemented most successfully at the regional scale. Other

commentators place considerable emphasis upon the local scale as the most

appropriate level for implementing sustainable development, not only for im-

proving the local environment, but also as a means of attracting business to that

area (Roberts, 1994; Welford, 1995).

This interest in incorporating environmental issues into local economic devel-

opment has developed at a time when major changes have occurred in the

context for, and form of, local economic policy making in the United Kingdom.

This has involved a shift in central government policy away from regional policy

towards urban aid and the creation of what has been termed `central govern-

ment localism ’ (Martin & Townroe, 1992), and a shift from welfare-based

policies to place-based competitiveness (Stewart, 1994). The key element in the

growth of local authority economic policy making has been a restructuring of

local± central state relations. UK central government initiatives have eroded the

powers and level of control by local authorities over the local economy (Meyer,

1991). ª Far from increasing the potential of localities to develop the necessary

indigenous foundations for economic development, the policy modes utilised

have increased their dependency on central government for economic develop-

ment optionsº (Cheshire et al., 1992, p. 356). A number of features characterize

this `new localism’ : the rise of local authority place marketing strategies ; the

fragmentation of local governance; and the emergence of public± private partner-

ships (Clarke & Stewart, 1994; Bovaird, 1994). Such developments are often

categorized as indicating the rise of an entrepreneurial form of local governance

with a greater reliance upon private sector-led efforts to develop local en-

trepreneurial potential (Eisenschitz & Gough, 1993). Over time, central govern-
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Table 1. Principles to guide environmentally sustainable local

development

Principles Measures

Sustainable Maintain minimum environmental capital

development stock

Take into account full environmental costs

of activities

Enable individuals to share in decision

making

Inter- and Intra-generational social justice

Healthy local economy Policies to encourage diversi ® cation,

full employment and high level of

control over decision making

Self-suf® ciency Minimize resource use, minimize transfers

of resources and movement of wastes

Territorial integration Local area as a uni® ed space,

functional integration

Source: Adapted from Roberts (1995).

ment has shifted from effectively privatizing and centralizing local functions

(such as through Urban Development Corporations and Training and Enterprise

Councils) to encouraging the development of integrated action between the

public sector, the private sector and the wider community through a partnersh ip

approach. Indeed, funding regimes such as City Challenge and the Single

Regeneration Budget speci® cally emphasize the need for a partnersh ip ap-

proach.

Some commentators have argued that these partnersh ips can be developed

with the explicit aim of integrating economic development and the environment.

Welford & Gouldson (1993) stress the need for a Regional Environmental

Management System which brings together individuals, business, the public

sector and other agencies in partnersh ips which combine aspirations and objec-

tives in a clear regional strategy. In their view this could provide regions with

a comparative advantage which can be promoted through `environmental label-

ling’ of the region. Roberts (1994, p. 51) has argued that ª area-based partnerships

for the green ing of industry and for the promotion of economic regeneration

based upon the principles of sustainable development are¼ growing in import-

ance and are likely to become dominant forces for changeº . More recently

Roberts (1995), pointing to the antecedents of sustainable development in the

balanced local and regional development approach of the Regional Planning

Association of America in the 1920s, has argued that such partnersh ips can be

developed most effectively at the local scale. Table 1 outlines the principles that

Roberts (1995) suggests should guide local environmentally sustainable econ-

omic development. What is less clear is exactly how such principles can be

implemented and it is this issue that local authorities are currently grappling

with.

To address the issue, many local authorities have turned to devising and

implementing their own strategies. Throughout the 1980s local authorities in-

creasingly produced environmental statements and strategies, although with
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varying degrees of commitment to subsequent action. However, an assessment

of such local authority environmental statements and strategies concluded that

few of them explicitly addressed economic development issues (Gibbs, 1993).

Environmental strategies and economic development plans appeared to be

generated from different perspectivesÐ a re¯ ection of their historic division and

roots. The former largely evolved from environmental departments with an

emphasis (often derived from their environmental health function) on protec-

tion, while the latter frequently developed out of planning functions. From the

perspective of environment departments , business has historically been seen as

a problem, the negative impacts of which need to be controlled and curbed.

From a planning or economic development perspective, business is a source of

wealth creation and employment generation which needs to be promoted and

encouraged. If progress is to be made towards sustainability, the interrelation-

ship between business and the environment is one which needs careful investi-

gation. However, there is little empirical detail available of how, and where,

initiatives which integrate the two are being introduced.

The research on which this paper is based is attempting to provide more detail

of these initiatives and, in current work, the processes behind them. It is

concerned with examining the extent to which local authorities are integrating

economic development and the environm ent, with the form such initiatives are

taking, with the internal structures associated with initiatives and with the

barriers to policy implementation.

M ethodology

The project comprises a programme of research to investigate how local author-

ities are addressing the issues of sustainable development and the environm ent

in their economic development strategies and policies. It is especially concerned

with the ways in which local authorities are attempting to integrate economic

development strategies and initiatives with environm ental aims and policies. A

® rst stage of the research has been to conduct a postal survey of urban local

authorities in England and Wales. These were de® ned as metropolitan boroughs,

London boroughs , plus those non-metropolitan cities as de® ned in the 1991

Census Users’ Guide. The survey was undertaken with the intention of:

· monitoring the progress of the integration of environmental aims and objec-

tives into economic development policies;
· identifying current initiatives integrating economic development and the

environm ent;
· identifying the outline structures within local authorities for implementing

sustainable development policies;
· identifying `most developed’ or `best practice’ scenarios for further case study

investigation.

A total of 96 urban local authorities were sent a postal questionnaire and 60 were

returned (a response rate of 62.5%, see Table 2).

Integrating Econom ic Development and the Environment: Survey Evidence

Com mitment to Sustainable Developm ent

A set of questions sought to establish the extent to which local authorities are

responding to sustainable development issues. As a basic measure, respondents
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Table 2. Survey response rate by local authority type

Local authority type Absolute no. Response rate no. %

London boroughs 33 20 60.6

Metropolitan boroughs 36 20 55.6

Non-m etropolitan cities 27 20 74.1

Total 96 60 62.5

Source: Survey data.

were asked to indicate the documentation that had been produced on environ-

mental and sustainable development issues. Figure 1 reveals that while most

(79%) had produced an environm ental statement or charter, relatively few had

produced more detailed documentation or studies which could establish a local

environm ental baseline against which the effectiveness of policies could be

tested. Thus only 29% had undertaken an internal environm ental audit assessing

the local authority’ s own practices and just under a quarter (24%) had under-

taken a state of the environment (SoE) report. Only a similar proportion had

produced a Local Agenda 21 plan
2

and only 16% a strategy for sustainability

(Figure 1).

Another set of survey questions attempted to reveal other broad indicators of

local authority action. Thus only 41% of respondents had signed the UK Local

Governm ent Declaration on Sustainable Development organized through the

LGMB (although 29% of respondents did not know whether this had been

signed). A larger proportion (48%) either had, or planned to introduce, an

internal environmental management system, such as BS7750 or the Eco-manage-

ment and Audit Scheme (EMAS), although even here 16% of respondents did

not know whether this had been undertaken.

Figure 1. Proportion of local authorities with environmental documentation.

Source: survey data.
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This evidence therefore suggests that the formal response to issues of sustain-

able development is relatively muted so far. However, 46% of local authorities

stated that they had set targets and/or timescales for environmental improve-

ments in their area. This may be a better indicator of a commitment to action.

The extent to which local authorities are identifying indicators of limits and

carrying capacities is of importance because it allows an evaluation of strategies

and initiatives which are working and those which are not. Examples of these

from the survey include: air quality monitoring and emissions reduction strate-

gies; developing sustainability indicators; setting recycling targets; and setting

targets for reducing internal energy use.

Internal O rganization

In terms of organization, a large majority of local authorities (84%) had an

internal committee or sub-committee established to address issues of sustainable

development. The survey evidence does not provide detail on the extent to

which these are new committees , with a speci® c commitment to sustainable

development, and which are simply old committees with new labels. The

® nancial powers of such committees are limited, with only 25% having a

separate budget to deal with sustainability or Local Agenda 21 issues. These

internal committees had representation from four main departments : Planning;

Environment; Chief Executive; and Economic Development. However, the domi-

nance of planning and environment departments in dealing with sustainable

development and Local Agenda 21 issues is shown by the fact that in 64%

of local authorities, one or other of these departments is the lead department on

the committee. In only 6% of cases was Economic Development the lead

department, although a number of local authorities had joint initiatives (see

Figure 2). This key role of planning departments in sustainable development

within local authorities is con® rmed by the work of Owens (1994) and Healey &

Shaw (1994).

While these internal committees are the preserve of of® cers and members, a

number of local authorities (40%) had also established bodies to encourage

involvement by, and partnership with, the wider community. These typically

took the form of an Environmental Forum or Local Agenda 21 working party.

A major shortcoming of these bodies, from an economic development perspec-

tive, is that most had little or no business representation, except in a few isolated

examples (such as in Manchester and Leeds). In addition to the local authority’ s

own representatives, such bodies were mainly composed of pressure groups,

community groups and residents’ associations. This suggests that any private±

public partnersh ips to integrate economic development and the environm ent

currently lack the business involvement that is crucial to their success.

In order to illuminate the possible relationship between organizational struc-

tures and `success’ in integrating economic development and the environment,

those local authorities with the most developed initiatives
3

were identi® ed and

their organizational arrangements, as outlined in the survey responses, exam-

ined in more detail. Twelve such local authorities were identi® ed: Kirklees ;

Southampton; Leeds; Leicester; Cardiff; Bradford; Croydon; Greenw ich; Bristol;

Reading; Middlesbrough; and Doncaster.
4

A common feature of these authorities

was that internal responsibility for sustainable development issues frequently
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Figure 2. Lead departments dealing with sustainable development. Source: survey

data.

rested with some form of cross-departmental committee, sub-committee or

working group. In six of the 12 there was not only an internal group of of® cers

and/or members with responsibilities for sustainable development, but also a

broader environmental forum-type organization. Most of these latter bodies had

representation from all, or most, of the local authorities’ departments, although

the lead department was frequently an environm ental one. The broader forum-

type bodies were thus more likely to have a wider intra-local authority represen-

tation, as well as representation from outside groups or individuals, including

business .

Econom ic D evelopm ent Policy and the Environm ent

In an attempt to discover the extent to which existing policies seek to integrate

economic development with environmental and/or sustainable development

policies, respondents were asked a series of questions to indicate where inte-

gration is taking place. Figure 3 reveals that while 71% of Unitary Development

or Local Plans are said to contain integrative policies, only 47% of Economic

Development Plans do so. Just under half the respondents (44%) undertake any

environm ental evaluation of their economic development policies. Even here,

how ever, the means of doing so tended to lack any formal mechanism, with 48%

using the existing planning appraisal process by reference to the Local Plan, and

a further 20% who said they used `personal judgement’ without specifying

the process. Few used the Department of the Environment’ s `good practice’
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Figure 3. Integration of environmental and economic policies. Source: survey data.

appraisal guide (Department of the Environment, 1993) or any form of environ-

mental impact assessment.

In assessing how important environm ental issues are in terms of economic

development policy objectives, respondents were asked to rank a number of

factors on a scale of 1± 10. In terms of factors ranked as `most important’ ,

creating/keeping employment predominated, followed by protecting the en-

vironm ent, encouraging inward investment and a good transport infrastructure.

While this may seem encouraging, if all factors are ranked by their overall

aggregate score then protecting the environment comes much further down the

list (see Table 3). In overall terms environmental issues are not ranked particu-

larly highly in terms of policy objectives. Some respondents found it dif® cult to

rank these factors, a typical comment being, ª all these are important as part of

an integrated strategy of mutually supporting elements, which cannot meaning-

fully be ranked as separate projectsº . The intention was, however, to at least

attempt a crude assessm ent of the importance of environm ental issues within

economic development policies.

Table 3. Aggregate rank order of economic devel-

opment policy objectives

Rank order Policy objective

1 Creating/keeping em ployment

2 Encouraging inward investment

3 Encouraging new/small ® rms

4 Costs/availability of land and property

5 Good transport infrastructure

6 Costs/availability of labour

7 Image of the area

8 Protecting the environment

9 Community development

10 Other factors (included housing, city

centre regeneration, promoting new

technology and sectoral development)

Source: Survey data.
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Figure 4. Types of local authority initiatives linking economic development and

the environment. Source: survey data.

Econom ic D evelopm ent Initiatives and the Environm ent

Despite the relatively limited importance of the environm ent as a policy objec-

tive, a large proportion of local authorities have initiatives in place, or planned,

which seek to integrate economic development and the environm ent. These are

shown in Figure 4. The main initiatives are: sectoral strategies (for example,

towards environmental technology ® rms) providing environmental advice to

® rms; establishing Local Exchange Trading Systems (LETS); `green business

clubs’ ; and developing an internal purchasing strategy linked to environmental

initiatives. While this may appear to indicate a high level of activity, case study

evidence is beginning to reveal that many of these initiatives are small scale and

in their early stages.

The majority of local authorities (61%) had received, or applied for, external

funding to help develop these initiatives. Funding from the European Com-

mission was particularly important. All local authorities in receipt of, or having

applied for, funding had done so to the Commission . UK central government

funding applications had been made by 61%. There were very few instances of

initiatives which involved funding or partnership arrangements with the private

sector. Nearly a third of respondents (30%) were engaged in initiatives with

other local authorities , mostly in the UK with a few involved in overseas

projects. These included joint schemes with adjacent local authorities (often with

other district authorities or county councils) and through European networks.

Nearly half (44%) of respondents were able to identify other initiatives in their

area which do not have local authority involvement (although 25% did not

know). Table 4 indicates that these fell into three main categories. The majority

of initiatives either provide assistance to, or work with business, or are part

of regeneration schemes, usually involving the clean up of contaminated land

or general environmental improvement. A small number of initiatives were
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Table 4. Initiatives to integrate economic development and the environm ent

Type of initiative Examples

Business advice/assistance Leeds Business Environment Forum

ENVIRON, Leicester

Cardiff Environment Forum

Regeneration and Kirkby and Huyton, Tow n Centre

environmental improvement Regeneration

Hammersmith, Park Royal Partnership

Groundwork Trust, Birmingham

Community development Miles Platting/Ancoats, environmental job creation

Knowsley, furniture recycling community enterprise

Greenwich, recycling electrical appliances

Source : Survey data.

community-based, where job or business creation was being linked to the

environm ent.

Obstacles to Integrating Economic Developm ent and the Environm ent

Finally, respondents were asked what they saw as the major obstacles within

their local authority to implementing or furthering initiatives which try to

integrate economic development and the environment. Of those factors listed as

most important, lack of ® nance was the dominant reason, followed by the fact

that other priorities , such as jobs and ® rm closures, were deemed to be of more

importance.

More detailed evidence on the problems that occur was provided by responses

to a ® nal open question in the survey. For example, one respondent from a

London Borough stated that, ª members still view these issues in terms of a

straight trade-off between jobs and the environm entº , while another stated that,

ª there is a little scepticism amongst our members about the ability of a local

authority to in¯ uence economic development/environm ental issuesº . Another

respondent commented that while sustainable development issues are seen as

important within the department, the resources devoted to them often suffer

vis-aÁ -vis more `front-line’ economic development issues. Another comment from

a London borough was that:

¼ con® dentially¼ there is so little appreciation and understanding of

environm ental issues and what their incorporation requires or could

mean, that all I can say is that we have a very long way to go. It only

happens (or rather is mentioned) when doing so is a requirement for

getting money, e.g. European or Department of the Environment grants

or budgets, and making `caring for the environment’ statements in

corporate plans.

Indeed, many respondents seemed isolated in their views within their own local

authority and there were pleas for more advice and speci® c guidance to help

them with these issues.
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On a more positive note, several comments emphasized that sustainable

development issues had only recently been taken seriously by the local authority

and that a higher level of activity could be expected in the near future. This is

summed up by one respondent who stated, ª our Borough Plan and Economic

Development Strategy were both drafted some time before sustainability

emerged as an issue anyone could understand. They both address sustainability ,

but not in an overly integrated fashionº . The more narrow view of the environ-

ment that has prevailed to date is revealed in a comment from a borough in

North West England: ª we have environm ental improvement strategies Ð green -

ing the boroughÐ but we haven’ t got to grips with the sustainability argumentº .

Conclusions: The Limits to Local Authority Action

The survey evidence reveals an overall picture of limited attempts by local

authorities in England and Wales to integrate economic development and the

environm ent. Policy prescriptions may emphasize the local scale as the relevant

level for action, but sustainable development or environm ental issues appear to

be a relatively unimportant concern for local authority-led economic develop-

ment policy. A theme which does emerge is the dominant role of planning and

environm ental departments, as opposed to economic development departments,

in taking forward the sustainable development agenda in local authorities. This

may help to explain the incorporation of integrative strategies in Unitary and

Local Development Plans and their relative absence from Economic Develop-

ment Plans. Despite their absence from policy, a high proportion of local

authorities do have, or plan to have, integrative initiatives in place such as

sectoral strategies, environmental advice to business, LETS schemes and green

business clubs. From the survey evidence it is not possible to estimate the scale

or importance of such initiatives , especially compared to other economic devel-

opment initiatives in place. Nor is it possible to determ ine the effectiveness of

such initiatives, although the lack of targets set and environmental assessment

procedures in place may suggest that local authorities will have problems in

assessing this themselves. There is also little evidence, at least from a local

authority perspective, of widespread externally-led integrative initiatives. These

were present in nearly half of local authority areas, but were dominated by

business advice schemes and fairly conventional environmental improvement or

regeneration schemes. There were few schemes which involved the types of

area-based partnersh ips advocated by Roberts (1995) or Welford & Gouldson

(1993) and even those committees and fora in place have little involvement from

outside bodies or individuals, particularly from business. In total then, schemes

which link together economic development and the environment are still in their

infancy. No local authority initiatives come anywhere near ® tting the principles

for environmentally sustainable economic development outlined in Table 1.

While respondents to the survey revealed a high level of awareness of the issues

through their comments, many seemed to be the `lone voice’ trying to convince

other economic development of® cers and members that going beyond environ-

mental improvements to the physical environment, such as clearing derelic t or

contaminated land, is not simply a choice between jobs and the environment.

The evidence outlined in this paper indicates that the implementation of

sustainable development by local authorities in England and Wales currently

falls far short of the policy prescriptions made for local level action. Nevertheless
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it could be argued that this simply represents the start of what will be a lengthy

process of adjustment and experimentation with an ill-de® ned concept. In this

® nal section of the paper, some of the limits to such future actions at the local

level are explored and the need for a local scale approach reiterated.

First, it is important to recognize that there are obvious limits to a local

authority ’s in¯ uence on private business and individual behaviour,

compounded by central government placing limits upon a local authority’ s

ability to restrain `unsustainable’ activities and decisions in the private sector, for

example, by prohibiting the use of the planning system to prevent polluting

activities , and through the growth in `central government localism’ (Thomas,

1994). Indeed, a much broader question than can be dealt with here is the extent

to which business can be redirected onto a course of ecologically sustainable

development. At present, ª the idea of an ecological capitalism , or a sustainable

capitalism , has not even been coherently theorised, not to speak of becoming

embodied in an institutional infrastructureº (O’Connor, 1994, p. 168). It is thus

premature to expect it to be delivered through local authority action! Indeed, the

real challenge of sustainable development comes not simply through developing

appropriate policies and initiatives that can be introduced at the local scale, it is

also ª a political challenge for real leverage over economic discourseº (Healey &

Shaw, 1994, p. 434). Sustainable development then is a fundamentally political

concept and, ª its realisation lies in answers to such questions as who is in

control, who sets agendas, who allocates resources, who mediates disputes, who

sets the rules of the gameº (Wilbanks, 1994, p. 544). In this respect, then, the

scale of the challenge to current political economy represented by sustainable

development policies is barely recognized (Owens, 1994). The challenge may

necessitate more radical measures than either local or national governments

envisage. The survey evidence suggests that local authorities themselves still

see con¯ icts between environmental protection and economic development.

Creating and keeping jobs are ranked higher than environmental protection and

members remain to be convinced that the two areas are compatible. There is,

therefore, a need to develop genuinely integrative policies and initiatives across

the range of policy spheres. This is an area which requires further research and

where recent work on ecological modernization may be of assistance. This body

of work suggests that stringent environmental policy can act to improve econ-

omic ef® ciency and technological innovation at the same time that economic

entrepreneurship can have environmental advantages, such as through the

development of clean technologies (Simonis, 1993; Spaargaren & Mol, 1991).

Second, much of the emphasis in the literature on developing integrative

strategies relies upon redirecting economic development onto this course by

means of co-operation and consensus within a local area between the local

authority, the business sector and the local community. However, there are

substantial tensions over the different visions and expectations that different

groups of people have over the same place.
5

Local government is being expected

to act as a mediator between competing interests in these con¯ icts (overtly in the

case of Local Agenda 21) and the business and environm ent interface is a key

area where these tensions are amongst the most acute (Marsden et al., 1993). The

survey evidence reveals the limited participation by the private sector in local

initiatives to integrate the environm ent and economic development. While

partnersh ip may be an important part of the rhetoric of local economic develop-

ment, there is little evidence of its existence in such integrative initiatives. Where
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the private sector is involved in initiatives, these are fairly conventional land

reclamation or business advice schemes.

Third, there is the question of the appropriate scale for action to implement

policies for sustainable development. On the one hand, local action may improve

environm ental conditions within an area, providing an example to others and at

least initiating a move away from unsustainable practices. On the other hand,

this ignores the interconnections between areas in terms of ¯ ows of goods and

pollutants. Can an area only become `green ’ through externalizing its own

environm ental impacts and ignoring its `environmental footprint’ elsew here?

Does a `solution’ at the scale of one locality simply mean displacing the problem

elsew here? (Dryzek, 1994). At a global scale there is a major contradiction

between a vision of the future based upon international trade and comparative

advantage (White & Whitney, 1992) and a vision of the future based upon local

self-suf ® ciency (see Table 1).

As Stren (1992, p. 313) states:

a practical dif® culty with implementing an environmental agenda

relates to what might be called the jurisdictional ambivalence of envi-

ronmentalism. This ambivalence is re¯ ected vertically (in terms of

levels of government and administrative systems) in the concern of

environm entalists for regional, national, and even international solu-

tions to many problems, at the same time as the most active focus of

much environmental, political activity is the local community or even

the household .

While the nature of the important environmental problems is global in scale,

implementing policy at this level is problematic. Conversely , individual local

areas are too small to cope with environmental problems that stretch across

administrative boundaries. However, individual local authorities acting in iso-

lation, as with individual ® rms or countries acting in isolation, will not `solve’

environm ental problems because of their cross-boundary nature. Approaching

sustainable development from the purely local level is not enough. What is

needed is an interplay between policy `from above’ (for example, Agenda 21 and

EU policy) and `from below’ . In the UK the implementation of such an interplay

is hindered by the lack of a regional tier of government. The lack of this tier of

government makes the construction of local policies more dif ® cult in the absence

of regional policies and means that local policies lack economies of scale. In the

case of those UK regions which are eligible for European Union Structural Funds

this has been addressed, to some extent, through the required preparation of

regional development strategies and the production of Single Programming

Documents (SPDs) which identify regional problems and devise coherent re-

gional programmes to address them, including an appraisal of the environmen-

tal situation. The survey evidence may indicate that local authorities themselves

realize the importance of a broader spatial perspective given the evidence of

several joint schemes with adjacent local authorities.

As Keil (1995, p. 290) points out:

activating the `local’ is now considered a necessary , though not suf® cient,

condition by environmental policy-makers. It is necessary because

strategies to solve environmental problems, in order to be successful,

need to be broken down to the experiential base of the local¼ The local,
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how ever, is also not a suf® cient condition for environmental policy-

makers because environmental action can by no means be just local, it

needs to be supplemented by regional initiatives¼ and ¼ to be syn-

chronised with global and transnational activities of environmental

advocacy and policy making.

The issue of the appropriate scale is therefore one which needs more attention.

The complex relationships between economy, environment and society that exist

globally can usefully be unpacked by careful local research (Wilbanks, 1994); but

it is also true that while putative solutions need to be developed at the local

scale, these must be intermeshed with a national and international framework

(Peck & Tickell, 1994; Roberts, 1995). Even so, despite the fact that these broader

frameworks are needed, rather than endlessly speculating about grandiose,

sweeping structural transformations, it seems sensible to evaluate simul-

taneously the possibilities of implementing a succession of small, and in them-

selves insuf® cient, actions that cumulatively can contribute to the resolution of

problems (Dryzek, 1994; Roberts, 1995).
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Notes

1. The issue of appropriate spatial scale is one that is returned to in the conclusions to this paper.

2. Perhaps a relatively high proportion given that the timescale for producing Local Agenda 21

statements is not until the end of 1996. Several handwritten comments on the questionnaires

suggested that few have a ® nal plan as yet, most are better described as `w ork-in-progress’ .

3. This was essentially a subjective assessment of local authorities based upon the number of

initiatives which sought to integrate economic development and the environment in operation at

the time of the survey.

4. Guarantees of con ® dentiality do not allow the details to be explored in any depth in this paper.

Case study work is proceeding with some of these authorities.

5. Peck & Tickell (1995) outline the lack of consensus even within the business sector over econom ic

development strategies within a region.
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