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Thematic outline
Currently, the framework for SD policy and governance in the European Union is in a state of change. On
the one hand, the EU SDS of 2006 requires the European Council in 2011 to decide “when a comprehensive
review of the EU SDS needs to be launched” (para 45); a decision on the review will also influence the
future of the EU SDS. On the other hand, SD issues and targets are increasingly included in other important
EU policy strategies, most notably in the Europe 2020 Strategy, Europe’s major policy strategy to achieve
“smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”, and the Europe 2020 flagship initiative, “A resource-efficient
Europe” (2011), and its Roadmap that was adopted on 20 September 2011. Additionally, the UN
Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) will focus as one of its major themes on the institutional
framework for SD and issues of SD governance, including SD strategy processes at the national level.
All these recent developments and pressing current policy issues (e.g. fiscal consolidation, demographic
changes, etc.) call for discussions on how SD policy and governance can be best addressed in current EU
policy strategies and in preparation to the Rio+20 conference. The ESDN, which is mentioned in the EU SDS
as mechanism to facilitate the exchange of good practices and experiences as well as to support Member
States to enhance mainstreaming SD issues and horizontal and vertical policy-making, is the ideal network
to foster discussions about the current state of SD policy and governance and future developments.

Purpose
The workshop has the following aims: (a) analysis and discussion of how SD is addressed in current EU
policy strategies and which governance mechanisms are applied; (b) reflection on SD governance
experiences and good practices on the EU and Member States level; (c) discussion of the ESDN role in the
current and future European SD governance system; and (d) development of ideas and future scenarios for
SD policy and governance in Europe.
The workshop will focus on questions such as: Which SD topics and targets are currently included in EU
policy strategies and which governance mechanisms are applied? Which experiences have been made with
SD policy and governance in Europe? What is the added-value and future of national SD strategies (NSDSs)?
Which monitoring/evaluation mechanisms are necessary to assess the achievement of SD policy and
governance? What is the future role of SD institutions and mechanisms in the SD governance process (i.e.
ESDN, national SD councils, bi-annual progress reporting period, etc) in Europe in? How should SD policy
and governance in Europe look like in the future?

Format
Important aspects on SD targets and governance mechanisms in EU policy strategies as well as future
perspectives on SD policy and governance in Europe will be introduced in panel discussions. An overview of
experiences with SD policy and governance at the EU and Member States level will be given in interactive
presentations. Parallel discussion groups will develop scenarios for future SD policy and governance in
Europe and the potential role of the ESDN. Ample time for exchange among workshop participants will be
provided in several plenary discussions.
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Introduction
Sustainable development (SD) is a complex policy concept which involves strategic objectives and high-level
commitment, the integration and coherence of different policy sectors, the coordination between different
tiers of government, implementation through adequate policies and related measures, monitoring and
evaluation procedures, etc. All this points to the necessecity of developing adequate governance
mechanisms for achieving SD. One important tool of SD governance are policy strategies that outline a
coordinated process and specified targets to achieve the balancing of economic, environmental and social
objectives.
Currently, the framework for SD policy and governance in the European Union is in a state of change. On
the one hand, the EU SDS of 2006 requires the European Council in 2011 to decide “when a comprehensive
review of the EU SDS needs to be launched” (para 45); a decision on the review will also influence the
future of the EU SDS. On the other hand, SD issues and targets are increasingly included in other important
EU policy strategies, most notably in the Europe 2020 strategy, Europe’s major policy strategy to achieve
“smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”, and the Europe 2020 flagship initiative, “A resource-efficient
Europe” (2011), and its Roadmap that was adopted on 20 September 2011. Additionally, the UN
Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) will focus as one of its major themes on the institutional
framework for SD and issues of SD governance, including SD strategy processes at the national level. At a
recent UNCSD High Level Dialogue in preparation of Rio+20 in Solo/Indonesia on 19-21 July 2011, the chair
summarized important messages to move the theme forward. Among them were (i) the renewed political
commitment for SD and a translation of this into concrete implementation; (ii) ensuring the integration of
economic, environmental and social policies; (iii) increased support for national SD strategies; (iv) SD
governance at all levels needs to be reviewed, supported and strengthened; and (v) budgetary resources
for SD implementation, capacity-building and technology transfer.
All these recent developments and pressing current policy issues (e.g. fiscal consolidation, tackling
unemployment, demographic changes, etc.) call for discussions on how SD policy and governance can be
best addressed in current EU policy strategies and in preparation to the Rio+20 conference. The ESDN,
which is mentioned in the EU SDS as mechanism to facilitate the exchange of good practices and
experiences as well as to support Member States to enhance mainstreaming SD issues and horizontal and
vertical policy-making, is the ideal network to foster discussions about the current state of SD policy and
governance and future developments.
This background and discussion paper firstly provides an overview of the linkages between sustainable
development and governance. Secondly, it focuses on the EU SDS and the Europe 2020 Strategy and
presents how SD is included in these major policy strategies. It also provides a table on similarities and
differences of the governance processes of both strategies and a cross-check of EU SDS objectives with
Europe2020 Flagship Initiatives. Thirdly, the paper includes some background on the Rio+20 preparations.
Fourthly, it presents the results of a survey we undertook for the preparation of this workshop with
national SD policy-makers. Finally, the paper outlines the format for discussions and interactive formats
applied in the workshop.
For more detailed information on several chapters of this discussion paper, please see the ESDN Quarterly
Report September 2011 which was prepared as an additional background paper for the workshop.
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Sustainable development and governance
In this chapter, we provide an overview of the linkages between sustainable development (SD) and
governance.

General aspects in the relation between SD and governance
The objective of sustainable development – namely, achieving simultaneously economic well-being,
environmental protection and social equity – poses significant challenges for government institutions on all
political-administrative levels, which were originally established on the basis of more sectoral concerns. In
order to address these challenges, SD strategies have been developed on the international and national
level since the mid-1990s, but mostly in preparation for the 2002 UN World Summit in Johannesburg. These
strategies aim to outline a fully integrated process of strategic decision-making for SD, including objectives
and governing mechanisms (Meadowcroft, 2007a). The renewed EU Sustainable Development Strategy (EU
SDS) of 2006, as the EU’s main policy document for strategic and integrated decision-making, also contains
principles for governance that reflect governance processes and that aim to more effectively steer the
processes of SD policy-making in Europe: open and democratic society; involvement of citizens;
involvement of businesses and social partners; policy coherence and governance; policy integration; make
polluters pay (European Council, 2006).
The link between governance and SD is thus fundamental and has already been addressed in the
Brundtland Report of 1987 (WCED, 1987). Generally, governance refers to the managing, steering and
guiding of public affairs by governing procedures and institutions in a democratic manner, especially in
relation to public policy decision-making (Baker, 2009; Jordan, 2008; Lafferty, 2004). ‘Good governance’ is a
specifically normative usage that prescribes certain steering procedures and institutions – based on
principles, values and norms, i.e. participation, transparency, rule of law, etc. – that should be adopted to
achieve preferred outcomes.
Governance mechanisms are crucial for achieving SD. ‘Governance for sustainable development’ can be
defined as “processes of socio-political governance oriented towards the attainment of sustainable
development. It encompasses public debate, political decision-making, policy formation and
implementation, and complex interactions among public authorities, private business and civil society – in
so far as these relate to steering societal development along more sustainable lines” (Meadowcroft, 2007b,
299). In turn, SD can be understood as a reform agenda not only for sectoral policies, but also for crosssectoral governance structures and processes (Lafferty, 2004, 2002; OECD, 2002). The first document to
frame SD as a governance reform agenda was Agenda 21, the action plan adopted at the UN Conference
on Environment and Development in Rio 1992 (UNCED, 1992). The governance aspects of the action plan
were reiterated and complemented at the UN World Summit in Johannesburg 2002 (Rio +10). The World
Summit Report pointed out that “good governance is essential for sustainable development” (UN, 2002).
The forthcoming Rio+20 Conference will again address governance issues in one of its two main themes,
‘Institutional Framework for SD’.
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Governance for sustainable development – requirements and challenges
Governance for SD involves some important steering requirements and challenges that we shortly describe
below. They refer to a steering logic that is specific for the aim to achieve SD (this section is largely based
on Baker, 2009 and Berger, 2009):
(a) Steering in the context of uncertainty and ambivalent steering objectives:
Promoting SD is not a blueprint nor is it about helping society reach an identified or identifiable end state.
Rather, it is an open-ended and on-going process whose desirable characteristics change over time, across
space and location, and within different social, political, cultural and historical contexts. Thus, promotion
efforts are undertaken in the context of open-ended goals and on-going change, in short, within the
context of inherent policy ambivalence and amidst the complex and dynamic interactions between society,
economic development, technology and nature.
(b) Steering for the long-term
The SD concept includes a very strong inter-generational element. However, long-term decision-making
presents particular governance problems, as it adds to uncertainties. However, it is not easy to include
long-term thinking into current modes of policy- and decision-making, which are usually characterised by
short-term orientation (e.g. election cycles).
(c) Steering through multiple levels (vertical integration)
Due to the fact that policy-making for SD involves the responsibilities of different tiers of government,
coordination among these tiers is crucial. In other words, governance for SD requires steering activity that
cuts across functional and administrative boundaries and established territorial jurisdictions and that
included economic actors and civil society organisations. Tensions and struggles within and between the
authorities and actors operating at these different levels are typical of modern political processes.
Therefore, promoting sustainable development requires overcoming failures of co-ordination in public
policies.
(d) Steering across multiple sectors (horizontal integration)
The concept of SD fundamentally addresses the integration of various policy sectors and the
coordination of different policy arenas (Jordan, 2008; Pezzoli, 1997; Sneddon et al, 2006). Therefore,
SD calls for horizontal policy integration that balances economic, social and environmental interests
and policies in a way that trade‐offs (or negative effects) between them are minimised and
synergies (or win‐win‐win opportunities) are maximised (Berger & Steurer, 2009; Steurer, 2008). The
governance challenge is that governments should make their economic, social and environmental policies
more coherent and establish institutional mechanisms that foster coordination between sectoral ministries
and their related administrations. In practice, however, the challenges of integrating and coordinating
different policy sectors seems to increase in the context of complex decision structures and established
political-administrative cultures, e.g. government departments responsible for sectoral policies
(‘departmentalisation’), thinking within ‘sectoral silos’ (Berger & Steurer, 2009).

6

(e) Steering together (participation)
It has become an acceptable dogma that participation is a necessary quality of SD governance, from both
economic actors and from within civil society. Agenda 21, for instance, emphasises that “one of the
fundamental prerequisites for the achievement of sustainable development is broad public participation”
(UNCED, 1992, para. 23.2). In this context, participation is expected (a) to help define SD objectives, (b) to
facilitate reflexivity through the exchange of relevant knowledge and information, (c) to increase the
societal ownership of sustainable development policies, and (d) to foster horizontal policy integration
through reconciling different stakeholder interests (Steurer, 2008).
(f) Steering with tools and instruments
Recent practices of governance have made a range of new tools available for the promotion of sustainable
development. Besides regulation or other ‘command-and control’ instruments, other mechanisms such as
marked-based tools, voluntary agreements, and information and awareness raising are increasingly used.
As Baker (2009) argues, on a pragmatic level, it is hoped that the use of new instruments will help to reduce
the implementation deficit with respect to environmental policy, thereby helping to achieve more effective
implementation of EU regulatory and SD goals. Another important tool for steering and achieving SD is the
use of overarching policy strategies which will be the focus of the next chapters.
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EU SDS and Europe 2020 Strategy
This chapter provides an overview of the EU SDS and Europe 2020 Strategy and shows how SD is included in
these major EU policy strategies; moreover, we provide an analysis on similarities and differences of the
governance processes of both strategies.

The renewed EU Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS) of 2006
In June 2006, the European Council adopted an ambitious and comprehensive renewed EU SDS for an
enlarged EU. The renewed EU SDS is a single and coherent strategy that recognises the need to gradually
change our current unsustainable consumption and production patterns and to move towards a betterintegrated approach to policy-making. It reaffirms the need for global solidarity and recognises the
importance of strengthening our work with partners outside the EU. The overall aim of the EU SDS is to
identify and develop actions to enable the EU to achieve a continuous long-term improvement of quality
of life.
Although having a focus on environmental issues, the EU SDS tries to balance economic, social and
environmental objectives more evenly. However, the strategy does not clarify the relationship between
economic growth and SD (see also ESDN QR, December 2008). The EU SDS has been developed as a
strategy for the whole EU. It, therefore, proposes governance mechanisms for improving the coordination
with other levels of governments (vertical integration) and calls upon business, NGOs and citizens to
become more involved in working for sustainable development (stakeholder participation). Since
monitoring and follow-ups are crucial for effective implementation, the EU SDS includes a governance
cycle: every two years, the European Commission writes progress/review reports on the state of
implementation of the strategy at the EU and Member States level (the first progress report was issued in
2007; and in 2009, the review of EU SDS was published). The 2009 review underlines that in recent years,
the EU has mainstreamed SD into a broad range of its policies (e.g. the EU has taken the lead in the fight
against climate change and the promotion of a low-carbon economy), but also points out that
unsustainable trends persist in many areas (European Commission, 2009). As mentioned in the EU SDS, the
Council at the latest in 2011 will decide whether a comprehensive review of the strategy is necessary.
Table 1: The EU SDS in brief
Strategy
Aim
Objectives

Governance cycle
Main documents for
implementation at the
national level
Ministries responsible at
the national level

Renewed in 2006 based on the first EU SDS (Gothenburg, 2001)
Achieve SD, quality of life and well-being in Europe in the long-term
7 key challenges:
1. Climate change and clean energy
2. Sustainable transport
3. Sustainable consumption & production
4. Conservation and management of natural resources
5. Public Health
6. Social inclusion, demography and migration
7. Global poverty and sustainable development challenges
2 cross-cutting policies:
a. education and training;
b. research and development
Every two years
National Sustainable Development Strategies (NSDSs)

Ministries of the Environment (in most cases)
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The Europe 2020 Strategy
The Europe 2020 Strategy was published by the European Commission in March 2010 and adopted by the
European Council in June 2010 with the sub-heading ‘A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth’:
 Smart growth: developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation;
 Sustainable growth: promoting a more resource efficient, greener and more competitive economy;
 Inclusive growth: fostering a high-employment economy delivering social and territorial cohesion.
Five EU headline targets are to be achieved by 2020 which “are representative of the three priorities of
*the strategy+ (…) but they are not exhaustive” (European Commission, 2010):
 75% of the population aged 20-64 should be employed;
 3% of the EU's GDP should be invested in R&D;
 the "20/20/20" climate/energy targets should be met (including an increase to 30% of emissions
reduction if the conditions are right);
 the share of early school leavers should be under 10% and at least 40% of the younger generation
should have a tertiary degree;
 20 million less people should be at risk of poverty.
To reach these targets, seven Flagship Initiatives have already been put in place:
Table 2: The 7 Europe 2020 Flagship Initiatives
Flagship Initiatives documents

Date of publication

A Digital Agenda for Europe
Youth on the Move
An industrial policy for the globalisation era
Innovation Union
Agenda for new skills and jobs
European platform against poverty and social
exclusion

August 2010
September 2010
October 2010
October 2010
November 2010
December 2010

Resource-efficient Europe

January 2011

Governance of the Europe 2020 Strategy
The Europe 2020 Strategy is organised around a thematic approach and more focused country reporting
that has been the case in the Lisbon Strategy process: (a) the thematic approach focuses on the identified
priorities and headline targets in the Europe 2020 Strategy and its seven Flagship Initiatives; (b) country
reporting aims to help Member States to define and implement strategies, restore macroeconomic
stability, identify national bottlenecks and return their economies to sustainable growth and public
finances. The reporting of Europe 2020 and the Stability and Growth Pact evaluation has to be done
simultaneously, while keeping the instruments separate and maintaining the integrity of the Pact. This
means proposing the annual stability or convergence programmes and streamlined reform programmes
simultaneously:


National Reform Programmes (NRPs) are the key delivery tool for Europe 2020 and are developed
by national governments in April of each year (usually coordinated and prepared by Economic and
Finance Ministries), along with stability/convergence programmes. NRPs contain national targets
relating to the Europe 2020 headline targets and explain how governments intend to meet them
and overcome obstacles to growth. They also set out what measures will be taken, when, by whom
and with what budget implications. The “Europe 2020 Integrated Guidelines”, 10 in total, provide
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precise guidance to the Member States on defining their NRPs. The guidelines will also form the
basis for any country-specific recommendations. An overview of the NRPs of all 27 EU Member
States can be found in the respective chapter of the ESDN Quarterly Report of September 2011.
Stability/convergence programmes1 aim to ensure more rigorous budgetary discipline through
surveillance and coordination of budgetary policies. In line with the European Semester, they are
designed to coordinate economic policy-making in EU Member States. The programmes are
submitted simultaneously with the National Reform Programmes (NRPs) in April of each year,
before governments adopt their national budgets for the following year. They contain important
information on public finances and fiscal policy.

Monitoring and the European Semester
Monitoring of the Europe 2020 Strategy is integrated into the “European Semester”, which is the new
European governance architecture that was approved by the Member States on 7 September 2010. The
European Semester means that the EU and the Eurozone countries will coordinate ex-ante their budgetary
and economic policies in line with both the Stability and Growth Pact and the Europe 2020 Strategy. The six
month cycle of the European Semester starts in January of each year, when the Commission presents its
Annual Growth Survey, including a review and a forecast, integrating macroeconomic, thematic and fiscal
surveillance. The spring meeting of the European Council, based on the annual growth survey, takes stock
of (a) the overall macroeconomic situation; (b) progress towards the five EU-level headline targets; and (c)
progress under the Flagship Initiatives.
Table 3: The Europe 2020 Strategy in brief
Strategy published &
adopted
Aim
Objectives

Governance cycle
Main documents for
implementation at the
national level
Ministries responsible at
the national level

Published March 2010; adopted June 2010
Achieve smart, sustainable and inclusive growth
5 headline targets:
 Employment: 75% of the population aged 20-64 should be
employed
 R&D / innovation: 3% of the EU's GDP should be invested in R&D
 Climate change / energy: the "20/20/20" climate/energy targets
should be met (including an increase to 30% of emissions
reduction if the conditions are right)
 Education: the share of early school leavers should be under 10%
and at least 40% of the younger generation should have a tertiary
degree
 Poverty / social exclusion: 20 million less people should be at risk
of poverty
To reach these targets, 7 flagship initiatives are in place:
 Innovation Union
 Youth on the move
 A digital agenda for Europe
 Resource efficient Europe
 An industrial policy for the globalisation era
 An agenda for new skills and jobs
 European platform against poverty
Annual
 Stability / convergence programmes
 National reform programmes
Ministries of Economic Affairs and/or Ministries of Finance (in most
cases)

1

Under the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP), stability programmes are produced annually by Eurozone countries; other
EU countries produce convergence programmes.
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More detailed information on both strategies, as well as the recent Roadmap on a resource efficient
Europe, can be found in the respective chapter in the ESDN Quarterly Report September 2011.

Comparing Europe 2020 and the EU SDS
The following table shows a comparison on similarities and differences between the Europe 2020 Strategy
and the EU SDS:
Table 4: Comparison between the Europe 2020 Strategy and the EU SDS
Main EU strategy
European Council
discussion
Responsible unit
at European
Commission
Orientation

Governance
Architecture

National strategy
documents

Objectives

Europe 2020
Europe 2020 (2010)
Spring Council

EU SDS
EU SDS (2006)
December Council

Secretariat-General

Secretariat-General

Aims to develop strategic solution to bring the EU
out of the crisis situation and to deliver high levels
of employment, productivity and social cohesion. It
mainly focuses on economic growth and
employment, but includes environmental issues
(e.g. climate change, energy, resource efficiency)
The strategy is organised around a thematic
approach and more focused country surveillance.
More specifically:

Thematic approach: deliver headline
targets agreed at EU level combining concrete
actions at EU and national levels;

Country reporting: help Member States
define and implement exit strategies to restore
macroeconomic stability, identify national
bottlenecks and return their economies to
sustainable growth and public finances.
The monitoring of the strategy is integrated into the
"European semester" (approved in September
2010).

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

EU governments must produce two reports each
year:
 Stability / convergence programmes:
submitted before governments adopt their
national budgets for the following year;
 National reform programmes: simultaneously
with the stability/convergence programmes,
contain the elements necessary for monitoring
progress towards the Europe 2020 national
targets.
The objectives are formulated in 3 priorities:
 Smart growth: developing an economy based
on knowledge and innovation.
 Sustainable growth: promoting a more
resource efficient, greener and more
competitive economy.
 Inclusive growth: fostering a high-employment
economy delivering social and territorial
cohesion.

11

There are bi-annual progress reports by the
European Commission that reflect on the
progress towards the objectives of the EU SDS.
The 2007 progress report was based on Member
States reports and the Eurostat Monitoring
Report; the 2009 progress report was mainly
based on the Eurostat Monitoring report and not
Member States reporting was undertaken.
The coordination with Member States is rather
weak: on the one hand, NSDS objectives are not
always linked to the EU SDS and, on the other
hand, no institutionalised coordination with
national SD coordinators – the SDS Coordinators
groups has not been called since 2007.
National SD Strategies (NSDSs), long-term
strategies – weak link to renewed EU SDS (most
NSDSs were developed before the EU SDS)

7 key challenges (2006):

Climate change and clean energy

Sustainable transport

Sustainable production and
consumption

Conservation and management of
natural resources

Public health

Social inclusion, demography and
migration

Global poverty and SD challenges

This is then translated in 5 headline targets:
 Employment: 75% of the population aged 2064 should be employed
 R&D / innovation: 3% of the EU's GDP should
be invested in R&D
 Climate change / energy: the "20/20/20"
climate/energy targets should be met
(including an increase to 30% of emissions
reduction if the conditions are right)
 Education: the share of early school leavers
should be under 10% and at least 40% of the
younger generation should have a tertiary
degree
 Poverty / social exclusion: 20 million less
people should be at risk of poverty

Horizontal policy
integration

Vertical policy
integration –
genesis of
process
Coordination
between EU &
member States

Governance cycle
Monitoring
Progress
reporting period
on EU and
Member States
level
Responsible
ministry at the
national level
(most often)
Update/review of
strategy

To reach these goals, 7 flagship initiatives are in
place:
 Innovation Union
 Youth on the move
 A digital agenda for Europe
 Resource efficient Europe
 An industrial policy for the globalisation era
 An agenda for new skills and jobs
 European platform against poverty
Focuses mainly on economic growth and
employment trajectories and policies. SD issues are
integrated in the strategy.
Top-down genesis: Europe 2020 was adopted first.
NRPs in Member States followed based on the
‘integrated guidelines’ that give a clear framework
for the national level for the implementation of
Europe 2020.
Each year, in June, the Commission assesses the
Stability (or Convergence) Programmes and the
National Reform Programmes providing countryspecific recommendations as appropriate, which
are then discussed and formally adopted by the
Council at the end of June or in early July.
1 year
Europe 2020 Indicator Set
Annual

2 cross-cutting policies:
a. education and training;
b. research and development

Aims to balance economic, social and
environmental objectives, with an emphasis on
the latter two. No clarification of relationship
between economic growth and SD.
Bottom-up genesis: most NSDSs preceded the
renewed EU SDS of 2006; revised NSDSs from
2006 onwards will be brought in line with EU SDS
objectives.
Group of Member States coordinators (SDS
Coordinators Group) chaired by SecretariatGeneral met only twice in 2007. No
institutionalised or structured coordination since
then.
2 years
EU SDS Indicators Set
Bi-annual

Ministry of Economic Affairs and Finance

Ministry of Environment

Annual Growth Survey – Annex I “Progress Report
on Europe 2020

2009 (review) & 2011 (possibly comprehensive
review)
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Cross-check of EU SDS objectives with Europe 2020 Flagship Initiatives
Based on the analysis of the 7 Flagship Initiatives of Europe 2020, we developed a table that shows how the
Flagship Initiatives include the key challenges of the EU SDS and thus take up SD issues. It is important to
note that this exploration does not claim to be exhaustive but is only a first step of a more thorough
analysis that is needed and can only be undertaken when all the ‘roadmaps’, policies and actions that
operationalize the objectives the Europe 2020 Strategy will be published.
Starting from a breakdown of the EU SDS key challenges, we checked if the respective Flagship Initiative
mentioned them. More specifically, since each EU SDS key challenge is compounded by several ‘operational
objectives’, we tried to understand if and how many of these were mentioned in the documents of the
Flagship Initiatives:
 when less than 25% of operational objectives of a key challenge were mentioned in a Flagship
Initiative, we marked the cell of the respective Flagship Initiative with one tick (√);
 if between 25% and 75%, of operational objectives were included, we assigned two ticks (√√);
 if over 75% of operational objectives were stated in a Flagship Initiative, then we assigned three
ticks (√√√);
 when no mentions of operational objectives were found in a Flagship Initiative, the table shows a
red cell signifying that the particular key challenge is not covered at all by the respective Europe
2020 flagship initiative.
Table 5: Cross check of EU SDS objectives with Europe 2020 Flagship Initiatives
Cross check of EU SDS objectives with
Europe 2020

Climate Change and clean energy

Sustainable transport

Sustainable consumption and production

A
Resource
-Efficient
Europe

An Integrated
Industrial
Policy for the
Globalisation
Era

√√

√√√

√√√

√√

√√

√√

√√

√

√

√√√

√√

√√

√√√

√√

A digital
agenda for
Europe

Innovati
on Union

√√

Conservation and management of natural
resources
Public Health

Social inclusion, demography and
migration

√√

√√

√√

√√

Youth on
the
Move

√√

Global poverty & sustainable
development challenges

√√
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An Agenda
for new
skills and
jobs

The European
Platform
against Poverty
and Social
Exclusion

√

√√

√√√

√√√

√√

As can be seen in the table above, looking at the Europe 2020 Flagship Initiatives as an overarching
framework might suggest that almost all EU SDS key challenges seem to be somehow included, with the
notable exception of “global poverty & SD challenges” (which is not addressed in 5 of the 7 Flagship
Initiatives). However, it is not so straightforward as to discuss the quality of this inclusion: Firstly, a good
number of operational objectives are very poorly addressed. In the documents of the Europe 2020
Flagship Initiatives, these are mentioned only in one Flagship Initiative. For example, under the key
challenge Sustainable Transport, the operational objective “Achieving a balanced shift towards
environment friendly transport modes to bring about a sustainable transport and mobility system” is
mentioned only in the Flagship Initiative A resource efficient Europe. Secondly, some other operational
objectives are not addressed at all in the flagship initiatives. Only the first EU SDS key challenge - Climate
Change and clean energy - seems to be comprehensively addressed by Europe 2020’s Flagship Initiatives.
For a more detailed analysis of how the Flagship Initiatives include EU SDS key challenges, please go to the
respective chapter in the ESDN Quarterly Report September 2011.
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Preparation for Rio+20
In 2012, the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) will be hosted again in Rio de Janeiro, 20
years after the first Earth Summit in 1992. The conference, commonly referred to as ‘Rio+20’, will have
three objectives:
1. to secure renewed political commitment for SD,
2. to assess the progress to date and the remaining gaps in the implementation of the outcomes of
the major summits on SD, and
3. to address new and emerging challenges
The Conference will address two themes:
1. Green economy in the context of SD and poverty eradication;
2. Institutional framework for SD.

Promoting SD governance at the national and sub-national levels
Recently, the High Level Dialogue on the Institutional Framework for Sustainable Development
(IFSD) was held in Solo (Indonesia) on 19-21 July 2011 with the objective of supporting the preparatory
process for Rio+20. A key issue addressed by the High Level Dialogue Discussion Paper was to promote SD
governance at the national and local levels. With this objective, several suggestions were offered for
discussion. With respect to ‘strategies to improve cross-sectoral coordination and coherence in
implementation of the sustainable development agenda’, special attention is given to NSDSs which are
regarded as a good and flexible way to develop a national approach to SD together with stakeholders, and
in so doing, ensuring that not only policy sectors are dealt with effectively but also that a cross-sectoral
integration is achieved.
Particular appreciation is assigned to the approach suggested by the European Sustainable Development
Network (ESDN) with regards to NSDSs. We suggested that NSDSs should be built around 7 key aspects:
1. Common vision and strategic objectives;
2. High-level commitment;
3. Horizontal integration;
4. Vertical integration;
5. Participation;
6. Implementation mechanisms and capacity-building;
7. Monitoring, evaluation and strategy renewal.
The High Level Dialogue made several suggestions for the different political levels and institutions to foster
SD, such as:
At the national level: (i) Effective national environmental governance supports and complements efforts to
improve international mechanisms for SD; (ii) effective national environmental governance helps ensure
that parties to international environmental agreements actually enjoy the benefits that those agreements
are supposed to provide; (iii) effective national environmental governance also helps advance protection of
marginalized and poor communities; (iv) sound national governance contributes to a level playing field for
businesses operating globally and helps avoid the emergence of pollution havens in places lacking effective
environmental governance.
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National Sustainable Development Councils: Over the years, National SD Councils spread around the world
and achieved a number of successes for SD:
 they have proven to be a very effective way for governments to consult with stakeholders and
sectors of society;
 they have helped to build support for potentially difficult legislation;
 they have also produced important national policies and strategies on sustainable development.
There have also been weaknesses of enabling conditions of NCSDs, e.g. they are easily abolished if not
created under a legal mandate as governments or priorities change; they need to be adequately funded
and most have not been. The most successful ones have been linked to the Office of the Prime Minister
(e.g. Finland and Philippines).
Green Ministers: Stemming from the UK experience of the Green Ministers’ Committee, which was able to
introduce a targeted and coordinated approach to procurement policy and education of officials across
government, the High Level Discussion Paper suggests the opportunity “of designating a Green Minister in
each government department *in order+ to ensure stronger horizontal linkage and accountability”.
At the end of the High Level Dialogue, and in order to move the discussion forward the IFSD, the so-called
‘Solo Message’ was presented by the Chair with the aim of focusing the attention on the following
important needs:
1. to renew political commitment for sustainable development, with high attention on its
implementation;
2. to ensure that the economic, social and environmental pillars work together with each pillar
integrating the goals of the two other pillars;
3. to enhance the integration of sustainable development at the international level;
4. to increase integrated support for national strategies at the national level;
5. to strengthen UNEP;
6. to review, support and strengthen sustainable development governance at the local, national and
regional level;
7. to provide adequate and additional financing in order to enable implementation, capacity building
and technology transfer.

EU preparation for Rio+20
In preparation of Rio+20 Conference, the European Commission published a Communication to put forward
the position of the European Union (European Commission, 2011). In this document, the Commission
supports the objectives of the Rio+20 Conference to start an accelerated and profound, world-wide
transition towards a Green Economy and to launch the needed reform of international SD governance.
While agreeing with the need to strengthen SD governance, the European Commission clearly backs the
points raised by the Solo Message presented above. With a view on the European situation, the
communication briefly presents the initiatives undertaken for SD in the EU over the last years, also by
referring to the EU SDS. Special attention is given to the Europe 2020 Strategy, presented as the key policy
development in this regard, with the aims to:



transform the EU into a knowledge-based, resource efficient and low-carbon economy;
provide a sustainable response to the challenges facing the EU up to 2050;
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mainstream and reinforce the role of sustainability in policy development.

The importance of the Europe 2020 strategy is therefore highlighted by the following paragraph:
“Rio+20 will be a defining moment for sustainable development, both in the EU and
globally. Its outcome will inspire the EU's strategy and actions for sustainable
development, and in particular help further shape the EU Europe 2020 strategy as an
effective tool for delivering on sustainable development.” (European Commission, 2011,
p.4)
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Survey on SD policy & governance in Europe
As part of the preparation for the 7th ESDN Workshop, the ESDN Office undertook a survey among national
SD policy-makers from 34 countries. We distributed an email questionnaire with 5 questions to the SD
policy-makers who were asked to answer by replying to the email. We posed the following questions:
1. What would you identify as the most successful initiative(s) and as the biggest challenge(s) for SD
governance in your country?
2. Which strengths and weaknesses do you identify in SD governance at EU level? Which
consequences do they have for SD strategies at European and at national level?
3. Which are possible options for optimising the SD governance at EU level? And which national
initiatives could be part of such optimising strategies/instruments?
4. How would you define the relationship between National Reform Program (NRP) and National
Strategy for Sustainable Development (NSDS) implementation in you country (linkages,
collaboration, objectives, etc.)?
5. What are the most important “new emerging issues” that pose strong political challenges in your
country and that are related to SD (e.g. fiscal consolidation, demographic changes, etc)?
The survey took place from mid-September to mid-October 2011 and we received written answers from
representatives of 9 countries, namely Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Latvia, Spain
and Switzerland.

Survey results
In the following section, we present the results of the survey among national SD policy-makers:

The most successful initiative(s) and the biggest challenge(s) for SD governance in Europe
In the majority of the answers, high-level political commitment towards SD is considered as the most
important factor for an SD strategy to be successful. Leadership, institutionalisation and steering are also
seen as necessary for the successful implementation of an NSDS as part of the support from the highest
political level. In Switzerland, for example, the NSDS since 2009 is an official sub-strategy of the
government programme and is regularly reviewed in parallel with Switzerland’s four-year government
cycle. Ensuring this kind of commitment is, therefore, one of the biggest challenges of SD governance for
most countries.
In addition, it is crucial to support this commitment in terms of human resources for consultation
procedures and especially with respect to the necessary capacity building at different levels of the
administration. Furthermore, the NSDSs should not be considered just as documents: the best results are
reached when clear, binding and measureable goals and targets are followed by concrete policy actions.
An interesting success in SD governance has occurred in France: since the establishment of the ‘Grenelle of
Environment’ Roundtable in 2007, the so-called “5-way governance” (“gouvernance à 5”) – involving
representatives of 5 stakeholder groups, i.e. employers, trade unions, NGOs, local authorities and the
national level – has been used for the definition and follow-up of SD public policies and the French
preparation for the Rio+20 Conference.
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In addtion, horizontal integration across sectoral institutions and vertical integration between different
levels of governments are considered of great importance. However, it is also the case that horizontal and
vertical integration are considered particularly challenging, especially for those countries that have a
federal political system in place, such as Belgium or Germany. France also experienced some challenges in
terms of inter-ministerial coordination: although the coordination is led by the General Commissioner for
SD, the preference of short- term over long-term objectives inside each ministry can prevent
comprehensive horizontal integration of SD in public policies. Another challenge, as experienced in Spain, is
to establish effective and binding ex-ante sustainability assessment procedures of any policy measure at
the national, regional and local level.
The establishment of institutional bodies such as the Finnish National Commission on Sustainable
Development or the Forum for Sustainable Development in Switzerland are good examples of successful
institutionalisation processes in the field of SD governance, especially when continuity of their activities
and, again, political commitment is ensured.

Strength and weaknesses of SD governance at the EU level and consequences for the national
level
In general, our survey shows that the EU SDS played a key role in setting out a common vision and
strategic objectives for the European Union. Moreover, the EU SDS was an important and inspiring
example for the SD strategies at the national level, especially in terms of developing indicators and
monitoring systems. However, there was also the argument that the initiatives to develop the renewed EU
SDS of 2006 and the work of several Friends of Presidency Groups were driven by the Member States
rather than the European Commission.
It is interesting to note how most of the answers we received stress the necessity and importance of a
revision – if not a new version - of the EU SDS. In fact, having an unrevised and not updated EU SDS is seen
as a challenge for ensuring political commitment at the national, regional and local level. Accordingly, in
order to stay relevant in a rapidly changing environment, the EU SDS needs to evolve as well. A decision on
when to launch a comprehensive review of the EU-SDS needs to be taken before the end of 2011. Delaying
this necessary exercise would considerably weaken SD governance at EU level and send a wrong signal to
the EU Member States (and the rest of the world) about the EU’s political commitment for sustainable
development.
Strong weaknesses are, therefore, related to the fact that SD governance is not among the political
priorities at the EU level. As one SD policy-maker argued, “at the EU level, SD governance lost its main pillar
because of a lack of real weight of the EU SDS.” Another policy-maker said that “there is a lack of leadership
in the European Commission on SD issues and the Member States are left alone with their NSDS processes
without European momentum”.
Furthermore, the Europe 2020 Strategy has gained major attention recently and, at the same time, the
importance of the EU SDS has been diminished. Consequently, it seems that the current crises (i.e.
economic, financial, etc.) are met only with short-term strategies and, most important, the “external and
inter-generational dimensions of the EU policy strategies are put aside”. Moreover, one SD policy-maker
pointed out that “the ECOFIN Council is the one in charge of the Europe 2020 governance process, with the
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Environmental Council only having an observer status – this de facto puts the priorities of Europe 2020 on
growth and financial issues”.
The respondents to the survey also point to another weakness that relates to the fact that “SD governance
remains too much rooted within the environmental pillar, with too little interaction with the Council
formations dealing with the social and economic pillars of socio-economic development”. A lack of
mechanisms for coordinating, monitoring, developing and implementing SD between EU bodies and
between EU and Member States are identified as major weaknesses that need to be overcome.

Options for optimizing the SD governance in Europe
Several options are suggested in the direction of optimising SD governance at EU level. Once again, a big
role is foreseen for a necessary and imminent review of the EU SDS: in particular, it should be done before
the Rio+20 conference “where the political discussions on the SD goals should create an opportunity also for
the EU to start a dialogue between the Commission and Member States”, as one SD policy-maker argued, to
strengthen SD governance at EU level and the Member State level. Nevertheless, a major challenge for SD
governance would be to communicate the added value of a revised EU SDS and to make it more visible and
clear. In these efforts, SecGen’s role should be reinforced and National SD Councils, or similar entities,
should revitalise their activities. However, some SD policy-makers are rather doubtful as regards the
steering of SD governance by the European Commission: no new drive from the European Commission is
expected to foster SD governance, “because they are mainly concerned with the financial problems in the
Member States and the Euro situation”, as one respondent argued.
Some respondents put forward the possibility of integrating the EU SDS into the Europe 2020 Strategy,
mainly because of “making the EU SDS goals more politically binding”, as one policy-maker put it. In the
same direction goes the idea of an alignment of the SD agenda towards the current political situation in the
EU where the financial crisis is still present. In this case, a suggestion would be to “encompass the Green
Economy/Green Growth agenda in the broader SD context without compromising on the central principles
of SD and contributing to the EU policy framework by having a longer time-span perspective”. However, it
should be kept in mind that the EU still requires a commonly shared vision for SD and high-level political
commitment for its implementation.
One SD policy-makers suggested a stronger role of the ESDN in optimising SD governance in Europe. He
argued that the ESDN, which is a best-practice exchange arena and which organises conferences and
workshops every year, could evolve, even informally, into a network of coordination and/or of monitoring
progress towards SD in general or towards the EU SDS objectives in particular. To achieve this, the
European Commission could give mandate to the ESDN to publish every year an informal progress report
(based on the Eurostat report and experiences in the Member States) and to discuss progress in the
Member States.

The relationship between NRPs and NSDSs
In terms of NRPs and NSDSs, all respondents share the same experiences at the moment: there is the
strong impression that very limited and unclear formal linkages exist between the National Reform
Programs (NRPs) and National Strategies for Sustainable Development (NSDSs). However, and this may
explain the weak linkage, no relationships on concrete objectives and targets are recognised between the
two types of strategy documents. One SD policy-maker pointed out that NSDS processes are mostly
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regarded as voluntary bottom-up processes, involving different stakeholder groups, while the NRP
processes are largely top-down and stem from political decisions at the EU level. Generally, the more
prominent role of NRPs, compared to NSDSs, is clearly seen in the main objective of NRPs to achieve
economic growth at the EU and Member States level.

Important current policy issues in the context of SD
We now list few examples of pressing current policy issues related to SD from our survey that seem
particularly interesting for further discussions and that pose strong political challenges among European
countries. The SD community will need to find answers to them and/or needs to include them in strategic
effort to achieve SD. From our survey we can see converging opinions on the following issues:
Fiscal consolidation
Reducing unemployment
Ensuring security of supply of essential resources and resource efficiency
Demographic changes (i.e. ageing population)
Energy security and policy

Other important policy issues in the context of SD mentioned are:
Clear pathway towards decoupling of economic
growth from resource use
Need for educational reforms
Financial crisis, roles of banks and speculation
Reform of social security systems
Phasing out of harmful subsidies
Democracy in times of globalisation
Growing Euro-scepticism
Questioning dominant economic model based on
growth

Need of breakthrough for a Green Economy
Structural change in the economy
Social and income divide
Expertise driven policy
Acceleration of social and political processes
Media dominance
Spatial planning and urban sprawl
Need for decisions with far-reaching implications
(i.e. time, space, substance)

A more detailed analysis of the experiences of European countries with NSDS strategies and
their implementation can be found in the respective chapter of the ESDN Quarterly Report
September 2011.
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Discussions and interactive formats
There will be different formats for the exchange of information and for in-depth discussions during the
workshop which we outline below.

Panel discussion in Session 1
Instead of a keynote presentation, Session 1 will have two panel discussions on “SD policy & governance
in Europe in the context of EU policy strategies” – one is on the stakeholder perspective, the other one
on the political perspective. Each panel discussion will have the following format:




Short, 5-minute statement by each panellist on: (a) the current state of SD governance in Europe,
(b) the importance of the EU SDS in SD governance, (c) the importance of other policy strategies
for SD (Europe 2020, Resource-efficient Europe Flagship Initiative, etc.), and (d) requirements for
the future of SD governance in Europe.
This is followed by a discussion amongst the panellists with additional questions from the
moderators and the workshop participants.

In-between the two panel discussions, there will be a buzz session during which the workshop
participants can discuss amongst each other on their tables and formulate questions to the panellists.

Overview of specific national experiences with SD policy & governance in Session 2
The one-hour session on national experiences with SD policy & governance will be loosely based on the
World Café interactive format. In total, there will be four “country islands” (Belgium, Finland, France and
Germany). The one-hour session will be split into two 30-minute slots which means that each participant
can visit two countries. Each 30-minute slot will have the following structure.




There will be a short presentation (10 min.) by the country representatives on (a) the success
factors of SD governance, (b) major challenges lying ahead, and (c) what, from the experiences in
the respective country, could be applied at the EU level or in the other Member States.
The participants are then invited to ask questions and reflect on their own experiences (10 min.)
The rest of the time (10 minutes), the country representatives and the participants discuss – on
the basis of their experiences – which elements of SD governance could be transferred to the EU
level and/or could be applied in most EU Member States. Interesting processes, topics, etc. will
be documented on the flip chart.

After 30 minutes, the participants can choose the second “country island”. The second round will also
include a reflection at each “country island” about what has been discussed in round one. The ideas and
suggestions developed during this interactive World Café will be presented and further discussed at the
following plenary discussion which closes day 1 of the workshop.

Parallel discussion groups in Session 3
On the basis of the inputs from day 1, the ESDN Steering Group and Office will provide an overview on
possible scenarios for SD policy & governance. The participants in the parallel discussion groups are
invited to reflect upon these scenarios and discuss necessary governance mechanisms and tools for
these scenarios. The results of the parallel discussion groups will then be presented and reflected upon
in the plenary discussion that closes the workshop.
22

References
Baker, S. (2009) In Pursuit of Sustainable Development: A Governance Perspective, Paper presented at
the 8th International Conference of the European Society for Ecological Economics (ESEE), Ljubljana,
Slovenia,
29
June
–
2
July
2009,
http://www.esee2009.si/papers/Baker%20%20In%20Pursuit%20of%20Sustainable.pdf
Berger, G. (2009) Governance for Sustainable Development: Concepts, principles and challenges, Paper
presented at the Eurofound Expert Meeting: Industrial Relations and Sustainability, Brussels, December
3, 2009
Berger, G. & Steurer, R. (2009) Horizontal Policy Integration and Sustainable Development: Conceptual
remarks
and
governance
examples,
ESDN
Quarterly
Report,
June
2009,
http://www.sd‐network.eu/?k=quarterly%20reports&report_id=13
Berger, G. & Zwirner, W. (2008) The Interfaces between the EU SDS and the Lisbon Strategy: Objectives,
governance provisions, coordination and future developments, ESDN Quarterly Report, December 2008,
http://www.sd-network.eu/?k=quarterly%20reports&report_id=11
European Commission (2011) Rio+20: towards the green economy and better governance, COM(2011)
363 final, 2011, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0363:FIN:EN:PDF
European Commission (2010) EUROPE 2020 - A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth,
COM(2010)
2020
final,
2010,
http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020:FIN:EN:PDF
European Commission (2009) Mainstreaming sustainable development into EU policies: 2009 Review of
the European Union Strategy for Sustainable Development, COM(2009) 400 final, 2009, http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0400:FIN:EN:PDF
European Commission (2007) Progress Report on the Sustainable Development Strategy 2007,
COM(2007)
642
final,
2007,
http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2007:0642:FIN:EN:PDF
European
Council
(2010)
Conclusions
–
17
June
http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/council_conclusion_17_june_en.pdf

2010,

EUCO

13/10,

European Council (2006) Review of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS) − Renewed
Strategy, 10917/06, http://reg ister.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/06/st10/st10917.en06.pdf
Eurostat (2009) Sustainable Development in the European Union - 2009 monitoring report of the EU
sustainable development strategy, http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-78-09865/EN/KS-78-09-865-EN.PDF
Gjoksi, N., Sedlacko, M. & Berger G. (2010) National Sustainable Development Strategies in Europe:
Status quo and recent developments, ESDN Quarterly Report, September 2010, http://www.sdnetwork.eu/?k=quarterly%20reports&report_id=18
Jordan, A. (2008) The Governance of Sustainable Development: Taking Stock and Looking Forwards,
Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 26, pp. 17-33.

23

Lafferty, W.M. (2004) “Introduction: form and function in governance for sustainable development”, in
Lafferty W.M. (ed) Governance for Sustainable Development: The Challenge of Adapting Form to
Function, Edward Elgar, 2004, pp. 1-31.
Lafferty, W.M. (2002) Adapting Governance Practice to the Goals of Sustainable Development,
http://webs.uvigo.es/dialogos/biblioteca/goals.pdf.
Meadowcroft, J. (2007a) National Sustainable Development Strategies: Features, Challenges and
Reflexivity, European Environment, 17, 2007, pp. 152-163.
Meadowcroft, J. (2007b) Who is in Charge here? Governance for Sustainable Development in a Complex
World, Journal of Environmental Policy and Planning, 9/3-4, pp. 299-314.
Pezzoli, K. (1997) Sustainable Development: A Transdisciplinary Overview of the Literature, Journal of
Environmental Planning and Management, 40 (5), pp. 549-574.
Sneddon, C. et al. (2006) Sustainable Development in a post-Brundtland World, Ecological Economics, 57,
pp. 253-268.
Steurer, R. (2008) “Strategies for Sustainable Development”, in: Jordan, A. & Lenschow, A. (eds.),
Innovation in Environmental Policy? Integrating the Environment for Sustainability, London: Edward
Elgar, pp. 93‐113.
Strandenaes, J.-G., Sustainable Development Governance towards Rio+20: Framing the Debate,
Stakeholder Forum, http://www.uncsd2012.org/rio20/content/documents/JGS-SDC-final.pdf
UN (2002) Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development, United Nations New York,
http://www.un.org/jsummit/html/documents/summit_docs/131302_wssd_report_reissued.pdf
UN (2010) Progress to date and remaining gaps in the implementation of the outcomes of the major
summits in the area of sustainable development, as well as an analysis of the themes of the Conference.
Report
of
the
Secretary-General,
http://daccess-ddsny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N10/302/56/PDF/N1030256.pdf?OpenElement
UNCED (1992) Agenda 21, United Nations New York, http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21/
UN High Level Dialogue Discussion Paper (2011) High Level Dialogue on strengthening the institutional
framework
for
sustainable
development,
http://www.uncsd2012.org/rio20/content/documents/SOLO%20DISCUSSION%20PAPER_TEXT.pdf
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) (1987) Our Common Future, Oxford
University Press (Brundtland Report)

24

