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l.O.EXECUTIVE

SUMMARY

1. In 1998, the Environment Agency of England and-Wales commissioned the Environment
and Society Research Unit and the Department of Geography,.University College London, to
develop a conceptual and -visual model that will help the Agency to contribute to sustainable
development.
The outcome is this Report which is based on a desk study of relevant
literature and. three empirical studies undertaken with sthe Agency during. 1998. The studies
comprised: l interviews with senior staff, l an evaluation of the Action at.Home.programme
designed to promote sustainable ,lifestyles and undertaken by Agency. staff in the North West
region; 0 and a stakeholder: approach to a Local Environment Agency Plan (LEAP) conducted
for the:New Forest area tear-n.
2. A review of international and national government- thinking on sustainable- development
shows that the new Labour government in the UK places particularly strong.. emphasis on
social welfare dimensions of sustainability and ‘involvement of the public at all stages in a
process of decision making :designed to progress sustainable.development. This is in contrast
to earlier approaches which have been guided by economic and environmental concerns rather
than social and institutional (governance) concerns.
3. Responding to this new emphasis on social welfare, ethics and governance issues, the
Report reviews existing models of sustainable development.
It goes on -to identify two
contrasting approaches to understanding the individual and society which reflect differenttheories and practices in- social science. The new conceptual model of sustainable
development presented in this Report is developed through an examination of these two ways
of understanding how society‘works’.
4. The older, traditional approach is described as a ‘reductionist’ way of thinking about howindividuals fit in society. The reductionist model reflects the ‘cause and effect’ thinking of
the physical sciences and privileges- individual, rational choices and understandings. In its
review of current models -of sustainable’- development, the Report shows that these are
underpinned by the reductionist model of society.
5. The newer, more radical approach is ‘described in the Report as a ‘contextualist? way of
embedding individuals within their specific environmental, economic; social and cultural
contexts.- Within-. contextualist thinking, society is seen as being composed of many
institutions which, ‘are more -.or less strongly shaped by socially determined rules and
regulations. Individuals are understood as social actors who are both shaped.by, and capable
ofshaping;these ‘hard’ and-‘soft’ institutions that make up society. The contextualist model
reflects the emerging social welfare and institutional approach favoured by the present
government:
6. The Report pursues a decision-path ‘approach linked to a series .of key questions to ..
demonstrate that the two idealised models of society generate different ways of moving in .the
direction of sustainable development.. The models lead to different conclusions about: l the.
individual insociety; l the role information and institutions play..in engaging with the public;
l the way in which -the environment
interacts with society; l the economic and -political
processes which determine how society ‘works’; l and the role of expert and lay knowledge.
R&D Project Record E6/006/1
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7.
The outcome of this analysis is the presentation of a new, contextualist model of
sustainable development which is dynamic rather than static, and which conceptualises
sustainability as a process of negotiation which seeks to identify the correct trajectory society
should take.
8. Examples of how Agency staff are responding to the challenge of developing a coherent
approach to sustainable development are discussed in the Report. An extended example based
on the New Forest LEAP, demonstrates how the Agency has already begun to respond to this
challenge by developing a more inclusionary approach to environmental decision-making.
The empirical studies provide examples of how movement towards a more contextualist
model of society finds favour with a broad range of Agency staff, and the stakeholders and
partners the Agency needs to work with.
9. Based on the findings of the-literature review and the empirical studies, the Report offers
a new, socially-informed model of sustainable development. This model is underpinned by
principles of inclusion, equity, precaution and the polluter-pays principle. The model serves
to reposition the working practices of the Agency by embracing thesocial. and governance
issues of sustainable development. As a practical means of taking forward this approach , it is
suggested that the Agency uses a decision pathway based on the questions raised by the
reductionist and contextualist models of society to inform all their polices, programmes and
projects.
10. Increased government attention to new forms of dialogue and institutional responses to
secure the increased participation of communities and stakeholders will require the Agency to
‘work in partnership with others, and to engage the public more directly in its work. When
sustainability is understood as a dynamic, on-going process of negotiation, the Agency will
meet its duty under the 1995 Environment Act through the promotion of active dialogue with
its stakeholders and publics. In this discursive style of decision-making, shared responsibility
for the environment is acknowledged, and policies and actions can be designed to reflect the
joint ownership of environmental problems and solutions.
11.
One of the main tasks facing the Agency is to ensure that this new approach to
recognising the social benefits of the environment is reflected in their policies and working
practices.. Specifically, this will involve the Agency in:
i. building

partnerships

environmental

including

those with

business where

involvement

with

issues remains highly variable;

ii. ensuring that disadvantaged groups are not further disadvantaged by SD policies
iii. engaging regional and local interests in decision-making processes; and
iv. promoting a higher profile for Local Agenda 21 in local cormnunities.
12. It is increasingly recognised by governments, environmental non-governmental
organisations, business, and academic researchers that existing approaches and tools for
environmental protection must be augmented by new methodologies. New forms of dialogue
and institutional responses are needed to secure the increased participation of communities at
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international; national, regional and local levels. The Report argues that it is essential that the
Environment Agency takes the initiative ‘in translating, developing.. and achieving these
objectives through its policies and decision-making methodologies. The Agency .has shown
itself to- be open to innovation. in its principles and working practices through. exercises such
as the New Forest LEAP. The challenge is to progress culture change throughout the Agency
to embrace the new understanding of. sustainable development.
13. By recognising sustainability as a dynamic process of negotiation, and by adopting a
collaborative and inclusionary approach to environmental decision-making offered by the new
model, the Agency will be -able to respond effectively to the changing environmental, L
economic, social and political requirements that drive sustainable development.
14.
The Report provides the Environment Agency with insights to facilitate the
development and implementation of policies that will enable it to carry out its functions.for
environmental protection ‘and prudent ‘use -of environmental resources within a context for
sustainable development..that now emphasises new social objectives and :new institutional
practices.
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I INTRODUCTIONThis report is the result of research commissioned by the Environment Agency of England & .
Wales. The research has been carried out by the Environment & Society Research Unit at the
Department of Geography; University College London.
The approach adopted in this report, agreed with. the Agency, reflects the difficulties of
developing a model of sustainable development for the Agency purely from a desk-based
study. Instead, the research team has worked closely with.the Agency to identify and clarify
its aims, methods and approaches, laid down in statute, given its principal aim of contributing
to the national strategy for sustainable development. To do this we have used a range of
research techniques in addition to a literature review.
. The report is divided into the following sections. -Section II sets out the aims and objectives
of the research and presents a short overview of our methodological approach.- Section III
provides a review of the emerging policy context for sustainable development in. the UK;
Section IV review of existing approaches and. models of sustainable, development while
Section V introduces ways of modelling the social and governance dimensions of SD. An _.
assessment of the key tasks facing the Agency as it seeks to demonstrate its contribution to
sustainable. development is given in Section ,VI. The findings of the field research are
presented in Section VII and: are used to develop a new socially informed iapproach to
sustainable .development in Section VIII. j’
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II THE SCOPE OF THE REPORT AND OVERALL
APPROACH
In consultation with the Agency, the research team were required to develop. a model of
sustainable development which captures the context in which the Agency operates. and
demonstrates its contribution to the national strategy for sustainable development(SD).
Our research has been guided *by the requirement;- for a visual ‘map’ of sustainable.
development that can be used within and without the Agency. The purpose of the ‘map’, is to
provide- ,the context in-.which the Agency operates and to demonstrate how, through its
regulatory, educational and policy-making roles, the Agency contributes to the national aim, of
sustainable-development (SD).
The report does not set out to present a comprehensive general ,model of sustainable
development. Instead we have tried to determine the extent to which.current models of SD’
address. the range of, social, economic, environmental factors. which- the Agency should take
into account. when developing strategic or operational policies. Our. review reveals that
existing models of SD tend to privilege either the environment or the economy. Our approach
focuses upon the social processes that underlie :current understandings of SD; how social
processes can contribute to SD and the implications for the Agency’s practices.

Aims.
The aims of the research were to:
l

l

l

develop : a visual model ,-which provides the. context of SD in which. the Agency
operates
develop a visual map of the Agency’s duties and functions
demonstrate how the discharge of those responsibilities contributes to the national aim
of sustainable-development.

Objectives
The objectives of the project were to:
l

identify the relationships between the statutory requirement ‘of the Agency. to
contribute to- SD and the Agency’s powers and duties, including its regulatory role

l

develop a visual model which captures these relationships

l

provide a framework to support policy discussions,between the Agency and the DETR .
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l

discuss the means by which these relationships may be communicated internally to
staff at all levels and externally to the Agency’s partners.

Apuroach
With these aims and objectives in mind, it was imperative that the research team fully
understand the extent to which current practices in the Agency contribute to sustainable
development. In doing so it became clear that a more detailed knowledge of how Agency
staff felt their activities contributed to the national aim was required. Therefore the research
team adopted a multi-layered strategy to developing a visual model. This has comprised the
following:
l

literature search

l

review of policy documents and ‘grey’ literature

l

observation of Agency ‘sustainable development’ workshops

l

one-to-one interviews with key Agency staff and Board members (Bristol)

l

focus groups with Agency staff in the North-West region.

Literature

:

Search

In addition to a general review of the sustainable development literature, the research team has
reviewed. a selection of the very -extensive literature on models of environmental governance
and decision-making processes. Our aim has been to identify the potential and limitations of
types of model rather than to assess the individual strengths and weaknesses of particular
models.
Sustainable Develomuent

Workshons

At the invitation of the Agency, members of the research team were invited to observe a
number of ‘roadshows’ presented by the SD Unit in the South-West and Thames regions
during 1997/8. These occasions provided an opportunity for the research team to gather
informal opinions from Agency staff on the Agency’s functions and its contribution to the
national aim of SD. While these are only informal opinions, they do serve to reinforce the
findings from the focus groups held in the North-West.
One to One Interviews
In consultation with the Agency, it was agreed that the research team would interview a
number of key Agency staff, including a representative of the Board. This phase of the
research proved to be particularly difficult as the interviewees were often extremely busy.
However, the following individuals did consent to taking part in the research:
Chris Newton
Richard Howell
Ronan Palmer

(Head of Sustainable Development)
(Biodiversity)
(Chief Economist)
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(Head of Rkgulation)
(Board Member & also Chair of the European,Environment
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Agency).

These interviews were completed during the period January to March 1998. Each interview
was taped to ensure that individual’s concerns were recorded correctly. Each tape was
transcribed and then members of the research team produced a detailed, interpretative
summary of the discussions. In doing so, our aims were to identify areas where there was ’
agreement and differences between individual accounts, and to determine future policy
priorities vis a vis sustainable development.

Focus Groum with APencv North WestStaff
In February 1998, the research team convened four focus groups with Agency staff in the
North-West region. Although the focus groups were designed primarily to evaluate the
piloting of Global Action Plan’s ‘Action at Home” project in the North-West, it provided the
research team with invaluable insights into the concerns of Agency staff charged with the dayto-day problems of contributing to sustainable development.
Each of the four focus group discussions was recorded on audio-tape. : As soon as possible
after the completion of the discussion, the moderator and participant-observer listened to the
full taped discussion again, reconstructing on paper the running sequence of contributions to
the discussion, and identifying key themes and topics. The tapes were then fully transcribed
by a professional typist. Thereafter, each focus group transcript was independently read by
Burgess and Collins, each of whom independently produced an account of the major and
minor themes; specific contents of the discussion; the forms of argument developed by group.
members; and points of agreement and disagreement. After review by the two researchers, the
specific contents of the discussions were coded according to the main themes in the
discussions. This allowed a systematic comparison of issues where there was consensus and
disagreement across the four groups.
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III OVERVIEW
SUSTAINABLE

- XNSTITUTIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

RESPONSES TO

Introduction
This section presents an overview of the concepts and models of sustainable .development. It
is not intended to be comprehensive. Instead, the aim is to determine the uses and coverage of’
existing models in capturing the range of social, economic, environmental inter-relationships
which the Agency faces in its strategic policy and operational undertakings. To provide some
context to the models, this section begins with a short review of how sustainable development
is seen in central government.

Sustainable Develonment

& the Apencv,

The principal aim of the Environment Agency, defined by the .1995 Environment Act, is to
contribute, as guided by the Ministers of the Government of the day, to the national goal of
sustainable development.
Although ‘sustainable development’ has come to dominate the international and national
environmental agendas in .the 199Os, the term lends. itself to many different interpretations.
For example, the most widely circulated definition of sustainable development is that
expressed as intergenerational. equity: ‘development which meets- the needs of the present
without compromising the needs of the future’ (WCED, 1987). :.Although the quotation gives
a broad sense of what is intended, it is unspecific, making no attempt to define present or
future needs, or the most appropriate spatial and temporal scales upon which action might .best
be judged.
In more scientific terms, progress towards sustainable development has -been defined as
‘improving the quality of human life while living within the carrying capacity of supporting
ecosystems’ (IUCN/UNEP/WWF,
1991). Whilst this statement, also gives priority to
enhancing the quality of the human life, it is explicit about the potential : existence of
environmental ‘limits’ and the need to respect these.
In 199.2, the-Rio de Janeiro Earth-Surnmit concluded that sustainable development could only
be achieved if social, economic and environmental goals were balanced in decision-making.
The Earth Summit stipulated that conservation of biodiversity and promotion of human health
and welfare, .within a decision-making process which integrated environmental concerns with
development strategies, are central to achieving sustainable development. At an international
level, sustainable development has been variously: defmed and interpreted. As a result, 1.
achieving full collaboration among national governments will continue to prove difficult:
By 1994, the UK Government had responded to the Earth Summit, publishing, inter alia,
Sustainable Development:- the UK Strategy and the accompanying Biodiversity:. the UK Action .
Plan (UK Government, 1994a,b). ‘These publications built upon the. earlier White Paper, This
Common Inheritance (UK Government, 1990);and retain a broad perspective. The Strategy was ..
characterised by a concern that SD policies should not inhibit wealth creation - indeed, it
R&D’Project Record E6/006/1.
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asserted that SD depends upon wealth creation - and the need for partnership between all
interests in society if SD was to be realised. It emphasised the traditional roles of science and
scientific advice as well as the need for a ‘bottom-up’ approach (especially through Local
Agenda 21), but with little mention of a shift in powers or resources to facilitate greater public
involvement in decision making. It also promoted new fora to encourage debate, advice and
involvement (the Round Table, Government Panel on Sustainable Development and the national
campaign ‘Goi,,f,Y Green ’ respectively). Other national initiatives included:
i. continuation of an annual series of White Papers on policy implementation in the
environmental field, which can be viewed as a positive commitment to the public audit
of progress towards SD
ii. the regular use of the term sustainable development in the remits of public agencies and.
in planning policy guidance
iii. the requirement that local authorities should initiate, guide and implement Local Agenda
21 programmes. All local authorities must adopt an LA21 plan by. the year 2000. i
The contents and policy implications of the UK Strategy have been regularly examined by the
Panel and the Round Table and by a House of Lords Special Select Committee on Sustainable
Development. Despite the lack of consensus on defining and implementing SD, the Select
Committee was of the opinion that
‘The concept of sustainable development implies a revision of the path of wealth
creation and constrains the parameters of economiti decision-making by a full and open
recognition of the environmental costs of development. In so doing, there is a need, at
least in principle, to distinguish between major life or planet threatening concerns, on the
one hand, which merit imperative action, and on the other hand, more modest ,or local
concerns which may be capable of negotiated trade-offs’ (HoL, 1995a).
While this makes clear the need to integrate environmental and economic issues in decisionmaking, the Report said much less about the social issues underlying the notion of SD. The ’
Report made limited reference, for example, to the evidence provided by the Local Agenda 21
Steering Group which emphasised a different set of priorities (HoL, 1995b). Their evidence
paid particular attention to equity, poverty, the use of regulatory rather than market
instruments, and local decision making.
These latter priorities are, however, more clearly reflected in the position of the new Labour
Government (Munton & Collins, 1998). The recent consultation paper on a revised UK
strategy for sustainable development notes that sustainable development is about ‘Ensuring a
better quality of life for everyone, now and for generations to come’ (DETR, 1998),
accompanied by a set of SD objectives which, in summary, are as follows:
l

Social progress which recognises the needs of everyone

l

Effective protection of the environment

l

Prudent use of natural resources

R&D Project Record E6/006/1
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l
Maintenance of highand stable levels of economic growth and employment.Most.significant is the ordering of these objectives and.their elucidation. In particular, being
able to live in and enjoy a healthy environment, characterised by .having access to clean air
and water, uncontaminated land and environments rich in wildlife, is regarded as one .of the
main objectives of sustainable development. This social welfare approach constructs the
environment as consisting of natural assets which.provide a stream of benefits or services for
society so long as care is taken not to damage-them. These assets include the stock of natural
resources which benefits the economy (minerals,. soils, air, water, wildlife) and a range of
tangible .and intangible ‘services’ which are often taken for granted. .Obvious services include
nutrient recycling, waste decomposition,-and gaseous exchange; less tangible services include
the range of meanings which -.landscapes, nature and places are invested with by local
communities and which society as a whole values.

Thus, one of the main tasks Ifacing the Agency. is to ensure that this new approach to
recognising the social benefits of the environment is reflectedin their policies andworking
practices. Specifically, this will involve the Agency in: ”
i. building

partnerships. including

environmental.issues

those with

business where

involvement

with

remains highly variable;

ii. ensuring that the poor are not fiuther.disadvantaged

by,SD policies

iii. engaging regional and localinterests in decision-making processes; and

.

iv. promoting a higher profile for Local Agenda 2 1 in local tiommunities.
It is also reasonable to expect that another aspect of partnership will be progressed as part of
transparency-in decision-making, namely regular and meaningful audit of change. In parallel
with its current review of the .SD Strategy document, .the government is revising its
publication on indicators. The on-going consultations on the nature of the revised document.
suggest strong -pressure to incorporate targets as well as indicators (see also House of Lords
Report); to include socio-economic indicators as well as more conventional measures of
environmental condition; and-to incorporate measures of fprocess’ as well as ‘product’ (see
below) in the.delivery of SD:
It is essential, therefore, that the .Agency takes the initiative in translating,..developing andachieving these objectives through its policies and decision-making processes. The
consultation -document .makes clear that ‘in addition to existing approaches and tools for
environmental protection, new fohns of dialogue and institutio~~al~responses are needed to
secure the increased participation of communities ,at international,. national, regional and local
levels (see DETR, 1998, paras-91-97);
This emphasis on how institutions engage. with other actors who have a legitimate interest in
the environment means. working. in partnership with others. and engaging the public as
stakeholders, not just as consumers.
Through processes- of active dialogue,. shared
responsibility for the environment is acknowledged, and policies and actions can be designed
to reflect the joint ownership of environmental problems and solutions.
R&D Project Record E6/006/1
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For the Environment Agency, a key concern must he to develop and implement policies
that enable it to carry out its functions for environmental
protection and prudent use of
environmental
resources within a context for sustainable development
that now
emphasises new social objectives and new institutional practices.
An overriding task, therefore for the research team has been to articulate, and ‘map’, how
these new social welfare, ethical and institutional dimensions of SD become integral to the
decision-making structures and processes employed both within and without the Agency.

R&D Project Record E6/006/1
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IV APPROACHES TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Overview
There is a substantial, and -growing literature about sustainable development covering almost
Despite this.
every aspect of interactions between human society and the environment.
attention, and perhaps because of it, we are little further down the road of reaching a
consensus- about. the meaning of sustainable development than a decade ago when .the
Brundtland Report was first published. Fundamentally, this is because SD is about a change:’
in values, and in particular the promotion of a set of values that raises .the status .of the
environment when seeking to balance social, economic. and environmental aspects of decision
making; and all such changes are contested. O’Riordan & Voisey (1997), for example,
outline a range of positions that society could adopt which increasingly : reflect less
technocratic, market driven outlooks -and give more credence to notions of stewardship, local
empowerment and environmental justice. They even suggest that we might be at the start of a
long process of value change that will inexorably lead’in this direction.
It matters not, however, whether we endorse their particular view of future value change. The
key lesson is that groups in the population are continually claiming new environmental rights,
as well as rights of participation; ahead of the legislative process, and this means that. SD will
remain a contested question that,-will continue to engage firmly with- cultural and political
issues in reaching judgements about the environment;.
Traditional, scientific analyses of the environment’s condition can only contribute ,to, and
occasionally be decisive in, such. environmental decision making.. The degree to which
science can provide a definitive answer. to environmental problems is further eroded by
significant differences between the relative strengths of social, economic and environmental
claims in different geographical locations: either at local, national or international levels. In’
other words, while we could argue that traditional. scientific analysis forms a necessary
contribution: to SD decision-making, on its own ,it is by no means- sufJicient. Achieving
integration of the economy, society and the environment is a social process that is guided by
social values and not just by scientific judgements about environmental limits. For example,
approaches that envisage integration as being achieved in the manner of a ‘Russian doll’
model, in which ‘the environment’ successively encapsulates society and the economy, will
always be contested because they conceal the social processes contributing to the production
and recognition of environmental problems. - including environmental .limits - and to their
solution.
At best, then, consensus can only be reached around broad directions of change, emphasising
the view that SD is more about .encouraging particular processes of change and less about
specifying end conditions or -‘products’ in social, economic or environmental terms. These
difficulties are illustrated by Dobson- (1996) who seeks to provide an analytical approach to
discriminating among .different approaches to sustainable development. ,.He suggests that four
questions require answering (see Figure. 1):
l

What requires sustaining? - nature and human-made things

R&D-Project Record E6/006/1.
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l

Why should they be sustained? -human welfare and duty towards nature

l

What are the objects of primary and secondary concern? - the welfare of present or
future generations; or nature now and in the future

l

Can the objects that need sustaining be substituted? - human capital as a substitute for
some kinds of natural capital but not ‘critical’ natural capital.

Serving to focus attention on the need for thoughtful deliberation and negotiation in the
processes of agreeing in tihich direction SD might evolve, Dobson’s analysis is also a
salutary reminder that SD involves moral and ethical dimensions, as well as practical
outcomes. The range of possible responses to the questions he raises and their differing
‘solutions’ reveals why definitions and uses of sustainable development are so wide.
When questions of equity and institutional processes are added to this list - precisely those
questions raised by the present government’s preferred approach. -. three new questions arise,
namely:
l

What isbeing distributed? - natural and human-made things; now and in the future;

l

Amongst whom? - all groups or some rather than others; now and in the future;

l

How are they being distributed? - principles and processes involved

and substantive

outComes.
Answers to these questions impinge directly on social welfare values and the institutional
structures and practices required to secure them. At issue here are questions of how society is
organised and administered or, more properly, issues of both ‘governance’ and government.
These are not .questions that seem obvious to raise in a democratic society, but as Dobson’s
analysis makes clear: if we are to move in the direction of SD, we cannot ‘take for granted’
the fact that existing decision-making structures and practices place social justice values at
their centre. It is far these reasons that in attempting to offer a model of SD we position.
‘governance’ - those formal and informal structures and practices through which society is
seen to ‘work’ - as an arena or dimension of SD in its own right.
Many approaches to sustainable development implicitly address the questions raised by
Dobson but fail to answer them because only when policies are implemented do the contested
complexities of real situations emerge. However, these question do focus attention on those
dimensions of SD which can be used to guide the decision-making process. These are shown
in Figure 2.
Even though this analysis offers a structured approach to SD, answers to the questions it raises
do not necessarily re-inforce one another. Their singular or combined effect on outcomes will
be dependent on how, and to what extent they are given weight in decision-making and
regulatory processes. Given the contested ground which sustainable development addresses,
according equal status to each dimension is not a forgone conclusion, but likely to be subject
to intense and shifting debate. With fundamental principles subject to discussion, therefore, it
?F
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is not surprising to find that many commentators recognise sustainable development as n
rather than a tangible ‘predetermined’ product. Determining the right direction, .and
the processes needed to move society-in that direction, become the focus of concern.

process

In the context of international relations for example,.greater integration with the EU has meant
the bureaucratic standard-setting ,culture of our European .partners has. been progressively
transferred to the UK. As the EC extended its areas of jurisdiction, it did so against the
background of limited fiscal powers, inhibiting its ability to tax, borrow and spend, leading it
inevitably towards a regulatory, rule-making form of governance. This is nowhere more selfevident ;.than in the environmental arena. Such,. an -approach contrasts markedly with the
traditional practice in the UK which is characterised as devolved,- administrative and.
negotiative (Figure 3).
Regulatory styles are not wholly Inegative, often allowing for discretion to bridge the gap
between universal standards and local conditions, but they suffer from exclusiveness and lack.
of transparency in their dealings, a matter .the Environment Agency is well aware of.
An appraisal of existing SD models and their ability or otherwise to address social and
governance dimensions of SD, provides a point of departure from which to develop a more,:
process orientated model of sustainable development of relevance to the Agency.

Existing Models of Sustainable DeveloDment
The UIUOECD

Economic Model

In practice, models of sustainable development can only offer a schematic- and simplistic
representation of these complex processes. The UK/ OECD model used by i the UK
Government (Figure 4) provides a useful. starting point .by depicting important relationships ‘.
between the economy, environment and society (actors/institutions).
The model implies that all three major components - economy, environment and society need sustaining. The model ,positions economic sectors and institutions/actors- as the main
agents through which wealth and welfare are distributed and .regulated. But;, rather than
taking environmental--limits as self evident, as would be the case with ‘the .limits to growth’
models of economic development, the model places the environment in a mediating role
between the economy and society. Positioned in.this role: the environment provides resources
that sustain economic activity, but is also subject to pressures from these same activities. As a.
provider of ‘services’ that are often ignored, such as clean air, landscape, waste sink forexample, the environment is also seento contribute to social welfare on-a range of scales:
local,. national and international. In turn, society takes steps to- sustain these welfare services
through- responses such as. international agreements, pollution- regulation;,. and price
mechanisms.
More complex models, such -as that provided by Ekins (1997) for ‘Forum For .The Future’
elaborate on this basic model by opening up the ‘black boxes’ of the three main components
and the flows of ‘goods’ and ‘bads’ between them (Figure 5). It details.some of the processes
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and instruments through which the environment can be integrated into the activities of the
economy, and political and regulatory institutions.
Best Practice Sustainable Development

(Ekins 1997)

The starting point for the model is a ‘sustainable way of life’ which is subtended by four
dimensions, namely: environmental, economic, social and ethical. The elaboration of the
economic dimension of the Forum for the Future’s approach is instructive because it makes
clear the different forms which capital can take - ecological, manufactured, human and
social/organisational.
Ecological capital is addressed in terms of environmental resources and sinks, as
well as the services the environment provides to enable production to take place
namely, ‘survival services’ such as climate and ecosystem stability; and amenity
services associated with wilderness, beauty and fine landscape
i Manufactured capital relates to infrastructure, technology and material goods
l
Human capital comprises the abilities of people to do productive work
l
Social/organisational capital reflects the ability of people to co-operate through
different institutional structures, the maintenance of which contributes to a sense of
social cohesion.
l

~%on~~ic sustainability is promoted by any activity that maintains or increases the level of
any of the four capital stocks. The economic concept of ‘safe minimum standards’ is.
suggested as a means of determining appropriate rates of use of renewable resources and their
services. Having.much in common with the ‘critical load’ concept already utilised in the EU
as a tool for guiding decisions about reductions in atmospheric emissions, ‘critical zones’ are
defined in relation to the &
of reversing existing immoderate use of both ecological
resources and ecological processes.
Touching on the important question of the extent to which manufactured capital can be
substituted for ecological capital, Ekins prefers an approach which favours a ‘strong’
sustainability position. According to this view the substitutability of manufactured for natural
capital is seriously limited by the difficulties of defining, agreeing and accepting such
concepts as irreversibility, uncertainty and ‘critical ecologjcal capital’. What social process
and institutional structure and practice are .required to promote such an approach - issues
concerning how the public and institutions are expected to behave and how rights and
responsibilities are to be allocated - are only briefly alluded to. This lack of clarity on the
social processes required to transform and reshape social values represents a fundamental
weakness in the Ekins model.

The SPR model used bv the Agency
The State Pressure Response (SPR) model used by the Agency (Figure 6) is best regarded as
concerned with the environmental subset of the OECD’s overall approach and as such it tends
to ignore the economic, social or governance dimensions of SD.
SPR is a simple inputs-outputs model which ‘black-boxes’ decision-making processes and the
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complexities of the environmental issues it seeks to address. As described in the Agency’s
Environmental Strategy (EA, undated: 11) this approach involves the,Agency in:,.
l

gathering facts about.the environment

l

ascertaining what the scientific and .technical position is about ‘the state of the
environment’,

both nationally and internationally, ‘and how this differs from the

perceived or popular view
l

forming a view after appropriate consultation about the various options for action

l

informing

all of those affected,. of the course of action the Agency believes fit to

undertake.
This linear and mechanisticmodel appears to becontext and scale independent. It offers little
indication of how the state of the. environment interfaces..with the.‘social, economic’ and
governance/political processes that inevitably influence the Agency’s -activities. Moreover,
the model provides no guidance about what. principles might guide the Agency in deciding
how best to manage the environment within the wider context of sustainable development. In
other words; -returning to Figure 1, it is difficult to discern what is being sustained, how the
Agency is .to form a view about appropriate actions at different scales, and :.how its
institutional .practices - especially. those involving partners- and the .public - are to be
developed and agreed.
For example, the Agency might be. expected to have a distinctive view about.,(sustainable’
agriculture, forestry and tourism; .but the model provides no guidance about how these arenas
of activity are to be agreed or acted on. ‘Likewise, questions about equity which ask how what.
is being sustained is to be distributed, will require the Agency to make a judgment about the
acceptability of persistent, spatial. inequalities in the material ‘state of the environment’. This
may require the Agency to.take a view about the development and agreement of local targets
defined by the state of the environment in particular localities or ,as experienced by different
social’groups and how these targets will be secured. Additionally, integrating the Agency’s
activities with -Local Agenda 2 1 strategies and Biodiversity Action Plans requires institutional-.
-structures and processes which provide for the active involvement of local communities and.
stakeholders in agenda setting and decision making, rather than consultation alone.
.
Potentially, the Agency can make a considerable difference to the material and,, spiritual
quality of people’s lives through how it conceives and contributes to SD. Most obviously this
contributions lies through .pursuing an integrated approach ‘to the physical and natural
environment of the land, *water and the atmosphere. But, its true potential-- will only be
realized when the Agency’s functions are integrated with broader concerns about how the
public, its partners in society, and the Agency itself are expected to respond to the social
welfare issues of SD. In .particular the Agency needs to address how the ..public is to
communicate with the Agency in response to ‘objective‘ information about, SD, and to
differing approaches taken: by the Agency to the regulation .and -administration of those
processes that drive unsustainable development.
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Other phvsical models
The Natural Step: Other physical models of sustainable development, such as the Natural
Step (Robert et al., 1997), take their guiding principles from a scientific understanding of
environmental issues based on the ‘ecosystem’ as a unifying concept. ‘Natural laws’ based on
steady-state properties of environmental systems form the underlying tenets of the model.
They are presumed to serve as a ‘compass’ to guide sustainable development. The economy
is then positioned as a subsystem of the ecosystem, not as a system existing alongside it,
much as is the case with the ‘Russian doll’ model described earlier.
Seductive in its use of generalized principles of ‘natural balance’, the Natural Step model
employs discursive metaphors of natural systems and natural limits to guide sustainable
development. In particular it is designed to enrol1 businesses to the cause by drawing on
concepts of life-cycle analysis of products, re-cycling, eco-auditing and steady-state properties.
of ‘economies of nature’. In a departure from the scientific credentials of its founding tenets,
the model also proposes a fair and efficient use of resources with respect to meeting human
needs. While attractive in principle, in practice the: Natural Step model fails to-dBborate on
what structures and procedures are required to achieve these welfare objectives - in other
words it ignores issues of governance.
Carrying Capacity Models. Sustainable Yield and Carrying Capacity models for forestry,
fish and game management, are based on an ecological understanding of the necessary
conditions for maintaining stable populations of biota under different harvesting regimes.
They ignore questions concerned with the institutional arrangements and processes-required to
achieve sustainable outcomes but assume that environmentally driven outcomes are self
evidently just. In detail too, the models do not address the sustainability of ecological
processes and the welfare services they offer. Their extension to ‘capacity studies’ associated
with human populations as, for example, over the question of housing (CPRE, 1997), is based
on the assumption that environmental faktors are, or should be, the primary regulators of
population growth. This proposition contradicts evidence- which suggests. that economic,
social and cultural factors are all implicated in the generation of and solution to human
population problems.
I
Based on dose-response models used to determine thresholds of
Critical Loads Models
harmful pollutants, critical loads models have been used to guide sustainable environmental
strategies, policies and practices. They have proved attractive for a number of reasons but
principally because they can address, in an integrated way, how environmental resources and
services can be protected and sustained. Operating at the level of the ecosystem, the models
integrate biogeochemical processes and are trans-media in their application because they
address loads calculated for both terrestrial and aquatic systems.
Supported by several theoretical and empirical studies, these ‘effects’ based models have
appealed to policy makers because they provide a means of shaping abatement policy in an
apparently objective manner.
Coupled with an Integrated Assessment Approach and
Integrated Assessment Models which provide evidence about the effectiveness of alternative
investment and abatement scenarios, critical loads models appear to cross the boundary
between natural science on the one hand and social science on the other. For example, the
60% gap closure model where a deposition target was defined by a 60% reduction of the 1980
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deposition level towards the 5-percentile critical load was regarded as a ‘good practical
solution giving achievable targets’ (Bull, 1995: 209); Seen as equitable and fair-by European
states because-it recognized the practical difficulties of making reductions in high emissions
areas, the 60% Lgap closure approach nevertheless ran the risk of not targeting sensitive
biological sites in most need of protection. This option was therefore influenced more by the
ultimate political goal of achieving some reduction in emissions rather. than by the preferred
solution suggested by objective scientific advice.
Equally, it is important to ask questions of the Integrated Assessment Approach which has :
utilized critical loads models to construct alternative abatement ‘scenarios’. In particular, it is
necessary to ask to what extent the processes of information gathering and making judgments
are accessible and. transparent mechanisms that -facilitate informed. and constructive debate
amongst-all relevant stakeholders (Bailey; 1997; Haigh, 1998). There is always the -risk that
the. data requirements and limitations of the -algorithms employed in the computer models
serve to render this process a technical one understandable only to ‘experts’. For example, in
detail these models still contain in-built.and-often undisclosed uncertainties because they do
not always address the complex interactions associated. with multiple pollutants and. nutrients ..
or cumulative, synergistic and lag effects that inform dynamic models of physical and natural
systems. In practice too, they fail to address alternative social and political scenarios based on.
the ‘polluter-pays’ principle.
Overall, experience- with- the use of critical loads models in developing approaches to
sustainable- development, indicates that social and. governance practices play a determining
role in se&ring desirable environmental poli&s and not the preferred solutions suggested by
scientific recommendations.
Nevertheless, as tools which can support an integrated
assessment approach to achieving sustainable development, such models have legitimacy and. .
authority that stems .from acceptance of the proposition that the ‘ best available science’
should be available to decision makers.
Summarv
Returning to the questions posed by Dobson, to the preferred use of the SPR approach by the
Agency and. the economic. approach to SD offered by’ Ekins’ Best ,.Practice models, the
following points can be made:
l

l

SPR models do not explicitly take a view about what is being sustained and what is being
distributed. For example, an emphasis on ecological processes and the social benefits they
provide involves a more holistic and scale-sensitive approach than sustaining individual
resources alone might require.
Ekins’ model :provides some .guidance about how
environmental resources and services can be integrated’with the economy but at the price
of accepting the- foundational arguments of environmental economics which attempt to
‘create’ hypothetical marketsfor all environments and their attributes.
Decisions about the substitutability of ‘natural capital?- by human-made ones, also require a
view about how irreplaceable or- critical natural capital such as ecological processes can be
identified and valued.. Only when these questions have been answered can a view be taken
about what ‘sustainable’~agriculture, forestry and tourism might involve. Ekins’ concept of
different kinds of capital. provides one means of addressing these issues although there is
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” no guarantee that all stakeholders or partners with whom the Agency needs to work, will
agree to such an approach, or their outcome. The new approach to Environmental Capital
(Countryside Commission, et al., 1997) being piloted by the Agency in association with
other environmental agencies: offers a more comprehensive and scale sensitive approach.
l

l

Likewise, questions about equity which ask Izow what is being sustained is to be
distributed, will require a view about the ‘state of the environment’ in particular localities
or areas and the policies and practices required to address substantive differences in
environmental quality. Neither the SPR model, the Natural Step model, nor Ekins’ model
provide guidance on these issues.
Although scientific models can identify risks and thresholds for some substances and
across some media, modelling complex ecosystems and their ‘services’ in an integrated
way will always involve considerable uncertainties. Questions then arise about how what
is important for sustainable development is to. be determined, and also the appropriate
institutional structures and processes needed to arrive at those decisions. Neither the SPR
model nor Ekins’ model address these questions and other approaches, ‘such as .Integrated
Assessment that rely heavily on the ‘best available science’, make particular assumptions
about how society should respond to attempts to objectively define environmental limits.

Addressing Dobson’s analytical questions provides some insights about why both the SPR
model and Ekins’ model need, developing and adapting to take greater account of the wider
social context and issues of governance now being promoted by the UK Government.

The challeye

of modellinp the social dimensions of sustainable develoument.

As we have tried to demonstrate, the least well developed aspects of sustainable development
models are those of ‘Society’ and ‘Governance’. In this section we elaborate on what these
two arenas of SD encompass.
1. ‘Society’ is best expressed in terms of how individuals and groups interact with each other.
Most readily understood through the concept of community, such relationships include both
communities of ‘place’ and communities of ‘interest’ through which shared values are
experienced, nurtured and promoted. At the same time this concept of society as community
constructs the individual as being socially engaged in ways that contribute to notions of
‘belonging’, identity and self-worth, and to concepts of ‘agency’ - the knowledge that
individual actions can ‘make a difference’ to society as a whole.
2. ‘Governance’ is not limited to the specific formal functions of government and the political
system through which a framework for law, education, health and housing for example is
organised. It also includes the informal organisation and regulation of collective affairs that is .
often taken for granted in society (see Figure -7). Amongst these latter for example are,
voluntary organisations, churches, residents’ groups, clubs and societies plus the wide range
of social networks present in any community, institution or organisation. ‘Governance’
therefore recognises the strong influence both formal and informal networks have on forging
shared beliefs, allocating rights and obligations amongst interested parties, legitimating
initiatives taken by policy and promulgating collective interests such as ‘the common good’.
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In essencetherefore, ‘governance’ represents the many social and political processes by which
‘social agency’ is mobilised.
Both themes are fundamental to the development of LA21 Action plans, in particular, and to
sustainability in general.
Key themes which underpin notions of ‘society’ and ‘governance’ therefore include:
l

l

l

l

l

l

social and p,ower relations between individuals and :institutions/structures
which innovative change is constrained but also forged
communications/discourses
knowledges)

through ’

(especially relations /dialogues between expert and lay

the plurality of cultures/social groups within particular places, i.e. ‘the politics of
place’ (recognising the significance .of stakeholders, and the need for greater
inclusion in decision-making and ultimately raising questions of social and.political
accountability)
the rights and responsibilities which reside at the individual /household level and at
the level of organisations (public, private and voluntary sectors) especially in terms
of adopting pro-environmental behaviours (sustainable -lifestyles)
articulating. cultural values and .norms with particular reference to q7uestions of
justice and fairness (equity)
deliberative
justice).

forms of decision .making (participatory

democracy and .procedural

A key task facing the Agency is to capture and represent the various elements of the social and
governance themes in a model of sustainable development.
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V

MODELLING
THE SOCIAL AND GOVERNANCE
DIMENSIONS OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT’:

Introduction
For disciplines-such. as sociology, -political science and public administration, environmental
issues have only relatively recently become a focus -for research. It-is therefore more difficult
to produce ‘off-the-shelf
models of the social,:and governance elements of SD. :,However
within the terms ‘Governance’ and ‘Society’ in SD models, .it is helpful to tease out two
different sets of concerns; namely:

:

1. Models/theories of the individual in which individuals are construed as either:
isolated beings (‘reductionist’), or
social beings (‘contextualist’).
2. Models/theories‘of how society works:
‘rational? models which suggest that when correctly ‘informed’ individuals/organisations
make choices that are consistent with this information; or :.
‘reflexive’ models which suggest that behaviour is more complex and contingent on, for ‘I
example, time,-place, chance, knowledge.
When taken together, the ‘reductionist model’
of how society works while the .‘contextualist
‘reflexive’- model of society. At the risk of
theoretical propositions and relationships,- we
how society ‘works’ as two ideal types (Figure

of the individual supports the ‘rational’ theory
model’ of the individual is consistent, with the
over simplifying what are extremely complex
conceptualise these two ways of understanding
8).

The left-hand route on Figure 8 models the .‘reductionist’ -view of social: relations and how
society .works; while the right-hand route models the. ‘contextualist’ approach.. ICrudely,- the
left-hand -route is characterised by an emphasis on the individual within a market-driven
economy. The right-hand route ischaracterised by an emphasis on recognising that we are all :
members of different social groups with responsibilities for and to others, as well as having
individual rights.
In.the section that follows, we provide a conceptual map of these two ideal types as a means
of linking together the four arenas,of activity with which SD needs to engage namely:~ society,
governance, economy and the environment. We do this through raising a set-of questions that
each ideal type addresses and answers. These are:
1. What- kind of ‘individual’ does each ideal type assume?
2. How are individuals/the public expected to respond to information about sustainable
development?
3. What role do institutions play in this dissemination/learning process?
4. What moral and ethical principles guide an individual’s behaviour?
5. How is the environment integrated with society, economy and governance?
6. What-political and governance processes sustain decision-making processes?
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What knowledge guides decision-making? (See Figure 9).
Following the model to the left or the right generates different answers to these questions.
We describe each of these ideal models of society and governance in turn.

Reductionist AnDroaches to SD
The left hand, reductionist route, encapsulates key assumptions/concepts theories about
individuals and economic/social organisations which have dominated CZOth social science and
institutionalised forms of decision making. The Reductionist approach has provided a
foundational paradigm for the explanation of human behaviour at individual and institutional
levels, based in scientific reasoning. It is the perspective which under-pins what may be
considered ‘early’ or ‘traditional’ models/theories of sustainable development where the central
aim was to readjust the balance between economic development and environmental damage.
The Reductionist approach, it could be argued, has dominated decision-making because it is one
with which environmental scientists and resource managers usually feel most comfortable. Its
reasoning, its methodologies and its forms of evidence are taken from themodel of the natural
sciences. Using our key questions the reductionist model is explored in more detail.
1. whtit kind of individual is posited under the Reductionist approach?
Theoretical reasoning under Reductionist models is characterised by linear, cause-effect
relations. Indeed, the foundational theories for the reductionist approach in social science come
corn psychology and, in particular, an understanding of the processes through which individuals
acquire information about the world and the mental processes which develop and-shape their
observable behaviour.
Fundamentally, the reductionist model constructs the individual as
isolated from society because the key focus is on the mental processes within individuals. It is
the dynamics of these mental (cognitive) processes that provide an explanation of why
individuals behave in the ways they do. Under this reasoning, social groups and societies
consist of aggregates of individuals, and the particularities and complexities of the
circumstances which individuals experience and have experienced in the -past, are largely
ignored. In essence, the reductionist view seeks to explain behaviour without engaging closely
with the multitude of contingent conditions that individuals experience, or exploring how these
conditions impinge on behaviour.
The isolated individual constructed by the reductionist model is thought to internalise external
social conditions as subjective norms which in turn .are reflected in beliefs, attitudes, preferences,
intentions to act, and actual behaviours. In other words, an individual will take what (s)he
perceives to be acceptable social values/behaviours and incorporate them into his/her belief- ’
attitude-behaviour system. In environmental terms, these behaviours may be fixed as taken-forgranted habits (keeping the tap running while you clean your teeth); or they may be understood
as personal norms reflecting moral obligations or commitments where the individual acts
according to conscience (changing to vegetarianism, for example).
The emphasis on pubIic communications programmes - new, improved, better-targeted
information about the state of the environment, the impacts of human activity on natural
resources, and the kinds of actions people need to take to become ‘more environmentally
friendly’ thus becomes an external stimulus that interacts with these internalised norms.
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Likewise, the provision of recycling facilities, or insulation grants is then a means of enabling.
people to behave rationally :
2. How do isolated individual respond to information about SD?
The provision of information is the crucial mechanism which allows individuals to exercise ’
choice about whether or not.to change behaviour.- The fundamental assumption in this model
is that information (communicated in the ‘correct’ way) will (eventually) lead to:
l
l
l

changes in individual beliefs about human-environment relations,.
changes in attitudes about what constitutes an acceptable lifestyle, and
changes in behaviours such that individuals walk to work, recycle their cans and turn
the lights off when they leave the room. :.

Sometimes depicted as ‘the empty bucket.’ approach to information transfer, the model- likens
people’s minds to a bucket that requires filling v&h the correct information if appropriate
behaviour is to result. Just how this correct information interacts with what people:already know
and experience - ‘ the full, bucket’ - is not seriously questioned..
In practice, this reductionist and- rational model of behaviour also assumes that ‘correct’ ..
information has authority and that members of the public recognise and,. more importantly, act
on this authority.
3. B’hat role does the institution play in this .‘dissemination-process ‘?
This rational model suggests that ‘correct’ information about SD is trustworthy because’
‘science’ itself is authoritative. In other words, objective, scientific information -is ‘to be
believed’ irrespective of the behaviour and practices of the institution that issues it. ,The process
of information transfer is thus conceived .as a one wav linear process that positions .the
institution as the message and the messenger, and the public as being equally. receptive to both:
Underpinning this model of information dissemination. as the basis for promoting shifts in ~,
behaviour, ,therefore; is an assumption that the public- trust the Yight’ information and
institutions. The real question then becomes one of determining how trust. is engendered
because if it is absent or declines, institutions seeking to promote SD in this. way will need to
rethink their strategy for influencing the public. Evidence from social surveys ofpublic attitudes
suggests that trust in institutions in Britain is low, and :declining. Key institutions included in
this trend are central and local government, businesses and commercial organisations, and the
media.
4. What moralprinciples underpin an individual~‘s behaviour in society?
The reasoning thus far leads into a model of the individual as Rational Consumer ‘- processing
many,different kinds of information (assumed to be available) and making .decisions on the basis
of self-interest. Such behaviour is of course reinforced through a wider set of social and political
relations consistent with advanced capitalism but are also underpinned by the assumption that
society’s morals. and values are expressed .&rough exercising preferences (choices) in
purchasing goods and services. In other words, the reductionist.route is the route of economic
theorising about individuals and markets.
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5. How is the environment integrated with this reductionist model of society?.
Under reductionist approaches, the drive is for theoretical explanations which provide universal
explanations of human behaviour, which seek to iron out differences in human responses by
appealing to underlying principles of human perception, cognition and behaviour.
The
commodification of nature through the market place is consistent with economic and market
perspectives on how society should work - despite the variable and partiality of its ability to
measure even preferences. Likewise an emphasis on ‘outputs’ framed in monetary equivalents,
as opposed to process measures of ‘worth’ or ‘achievement’, tends to simplify the difficulty of
determining and assessing ‘benefits’.
Cornmodification
of nature is the process of valuing plants, animals, habitats, the ‘goods and
services’ provided by ecosystem functions by reducing them to a notional monetary value. The
process operates at many levels. At a global level, for example, a group of ecological
economists have put a price on the value of ecosystem functions (Pearce & Turner, 1990).
Another example, at a different scale, is the expression of species value in terms of ‘critical,
constant and tradeable natural capitals’ (Shepherd & Gillespie, 1996). A third example, at the
level of individuals, would be the methodology .known as contingent valuation (CV): Inorganic
and organic nature appear to be highly valued as public goods but possess no markets which
allow these values to be expressed in monetary terms. One way around this problem is recourse
to hypothetical markets such as those constructed in CV experiments where individuals are
asked how much they would be willing to pay as a way of measuring the value of environmental
‘goods’ and ‘services’. The averaged sum is then equated to the social value of the constituent
part of nature in question.
However, without the provision of compensatory mechanisms that acknowledge people’s ability
to pay for environmental resources and services and what people are willing to accept in
compensation for environments that may be lost, polluted or eroded, market approaches lead to
the costs of sustainable development being borne unequally by different groups in society - .
whether these are groups either defined by.place, income or as producers and consumers.
6. What political/governance processes sustain this reductionist model of decision-making?
An approach to decision-making grounded in the reductionist model, thus leads to universal
strategies for regulating society as it moves towards sustainable development. Price, for
example, provides a workable mechanism to reduce levels of consumption as it is expected that
individuals will behave rationally in relation to economic costs. This rationale is manifest in the
notion of tradable permits and licensing agreements.
At the level of politics rather than policy, .the left hand side of the diagram illustrates that the
most appropriate form of political system in reductionist approaches is that of representative
democracy. In principle, individuals are provided with information about a small number of
political candidates and, on the basis of this information, they make a choice about whom they
wish to ‘represent them’ in formal political institutions, such as Parliament. In the UK, this has
resulted in a voting system which accords power to one candidate who then engages in political
decision-making ‘on behalf of his or her constituents.
This approach to governance places considerable emphasis on formal (voting) democratic
procedures; and it implicitly assumes that elected politicians can effectively represent all’
interests in society. A hierarchical distribution of power and responsibility tends artificially to
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divorce elected representatives from. officials in the policy process.. The former develop
policies while the latter implement them, usually with a considerable degree,of discretion, as
if.they were.separate issues.- The process is traditionally ‘expert based’ and ‘professional’ and
draws upon notions of ‘rationality’, ‘analysis’, the ‘separation of fact and value:, and -is
relatively indifferent to other forms of knowledge and understanding. It naturally leads to a
centralised ‘command and control’ approach to policy-making and resource allocation and to a-.
rule based approach that is, for example, much favoured by the European Union.
7. What knowledge.systems guide decision-making about sustainable development?
Under these formulations, the power to determine. appropriate strategies resides with experts
and institutions with specialist/ professional knowledge, methodologies and technical expertise
to provide the objective information of many .different kinds that reductionist approaches
require. This is sometimes characterised as a Realist conception of the environment. The role
of environmental scientists, for example, is to provide the best possible scientific evidence on.
the state of the environment so that individual decision-makers in government, industry and
other kindsof institutions can make appropriate decisions based on objective assessments of the
state of the environment.
Summa.rv of the reductionist model
The left-hand route .is thus a powerful one where dominant styles of decision-making are
hierarchical, where expertise and power are contained in the hands of the few; where the general
public is understood as a largely homogenous mass of individuals whose views and- opinions are
adequately represented through the ballot box; a&who will respond ‘rationally’ (i.e.,-in their
individual interest) to-environmental information put before them. It follows that this approach
tends to reject or marginalise other viewpoints which are not based on ‘sound’ ‘rational
judgement’ and ‘objective facts’.

The Contextualist

model

The right-hand route of Figure 8 charts major theoretical developments in social science in the
last -30 years or so which share a common base in rejecting the natural science model as an.
adequate perspective /approach to understanding individual and social life. A suitable label to
It is
describe this family of theories/concepts would be a Contextualist approach.
fundamentally concerned with the interpretation
of human behaviour. Rather than making a
division. between the individual and institutions, contextual approaches work from an
understanding of relationships between individuals and social structures/institutions which
individuals shape, and are shaped by. Further,, as its name implies, the contextualist approach
acknowledges the fundamental importance of time;. place and chance for human behaviour and:
that of institutions.
In. rejecting the dominance of the Scientific Method for studying _’society, sociologists,
geographers,.anthropologists and some psychologists have turned instead to the theories and
practices of Arts and Humanities disciplines such as philosophy and literary studies, in order
to better understand individuals and societies: Crucial to these endeavours are:
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theories of meaning - how sense is made through language and other forms of
communication such as the mass media, advertising, talk and information
technology and
theories of structure and agency - understanding relations between individuals able
to exercise choice and free will, and the institutions/structures and regulatory
processes which shape their everyday lives.

The contextualist way of thinking is the foundation of the model we describe in Figure 8
which addresses the social welfare and governance concerns being articulated by the current
government.. We explore the basis of the contextualist model using our seven questions,
1. What kind of individual is posited by the contextualist model?
Contextualist thinking contrasts with that of Reductionist approaches in significant ways.
Primarily, individuals are construed as social individuals, whose lives are inextricably
linked together through language, social networks and all the activities that allow society to
function - work, play, schooling etc. One way of distinguishing between this formulation of
the individual and that of the reductionist approaches, is to describe social individuals as
actors - a theatrical metaphor which is helpful because it carries useful associations of roles
and performance. Individuals take on roles in a play which is scripted by an author but the ’
actor has the power to interpret the part; and where the setting (the stage, scenery etc.) plays
an important role in providing meaning for the actions. Actors are always in context - in
terms of history (time) and ,geography (place) - and what they feel, think and do is always
significantly informed by their social, historical and geographical relations. This insight is
fundamental for the theories which support the right-hand route of the diagram.
.
2. How do social individuals respond to information about SD?
Human actors are distinguished by their capacities for thinking and reasoning, and for a
reflective awareness of what they do while they do it. The concept of communication, as a
reciprocal process always involving a minimum of two people in the act of communicating, is
fundamental to the approach. Actors are able to share in the production, circulation and
reproduction of social knowledges, meanings and values - often referred to as discourses.
Personal meanings and values, equally, are constituted in relation to those already circulating
in the culture and society. Actors are constantly engaged in reflexive behaviour - that is,
reflecting on: and adjusting what they do in the light of new knowledge and new experiences whether this is in the home, at work or during leisure time. Practical knowledge gained
through daily routines is juxtaposed with knowledge of the ‘wider world’ as experienced.
through the mass media, telecommunications, scientific endeavour, and talk with friends and
relatives. In these ways people review their own understandings and behaviours in a constant
engagement with society.
An emphasis on the diversity of human experiences, the role of meaning in communicative
practices, and people’s reflexive capabilities offers an alternative explanation for how people
respond to new information about SD. Instead of information transfer being conceived of as
a linear process in which there is a one-to-one relationship between the message as sent and
the message as understood by the recipient, contextualist models emphasise the multiple
meanings that are generated in what is a two-way process of communication. As recipients
are actively engaged with society, neither the message nor its sender are taken at face value.
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Instead, messages are actively re-interpreted and.given new meanings. Unlike the ‘empty
bucket’ approach to information. dissemination’ in the reductionist route, the contextualist
model accepts that ‘the bucket is full’ and that all new messages are actively reworked to
produce new meanings and potentially revised behaviours.
3. What role does the institution play in this dissemination process?
The contextualist model does not assume that the message and messenger can be separated.
Instead,, institutions, like their messages, are understood together - people form judgements
about institutions based on their own experience .of them -as well as on other reports
circulating in the community ; at large. In other words, the contextualist model does notassume. that scientific information is necessarily- authoritative or that institutions can gain
authority through the objective information they seek to disseminate.,
One consequence of this interactive construction of institutions is that the authority and
legitimacy of institutions is seen to reside not just in the formal legal and regulatory aspects of
governance, but in the multitude of informal processes through which the individual engages
with society. How the public respond to new information about SD therefore.is contingent on
many- things, .including a questioning of the assumed authority that, resides in objective,
scientific information, and also a questioning of the moral authority that particular institutions
assume. Whether the public place trust in the information- and the authority of specific
institutions is therefore a function of the wider social relations in which both the public and
institutions are embedded. . It is not a function of the presumed ‘correctness’ of the
information or the.presumed legal standing of the institution.
4. What moral principles guide socially engaged individuals?
The crucial insight which contextualist theories offer is that actors are not only shaped by their
interaction with other people and society at large through work, play, education, shopping and
so on, but equally, they inturn shape and change those communities and institutions. Jn other
words, individuals and institutions, and .!environmental problems’, are- constructed through
social relations. In particular; conceptualisations of governance such as those illustrated in
Figure 7 are forged and fostered through informal processes of social interaction,; and how.
these engage with those institutions (political, legal, social etc) with responsibility for areas of
collective affairs (e.g. the .environment).-. It is in the social processes that new values and-practices emerge, so that notions of ‘proper conduct? come ,to be expressed through these
commonplace practices and- processes of social interaction. They directly reflect ethical
concerns about what is right-and wrong, fair and just, and the procedures.and principles to be
used to determine how a ‘fair share’ is to be.awarded. Through these cumulative processes of
formal and informal governance, the social individual is seen to be an ethical citizen - a much
broader, complex conception of citizenship - than as a self-interested consumer.
5. How is the environment integrated with the contextualist model?.
Moving ,down the right-hand side’. of the diagram, it now becomes. possible to see why ’
questions of equity and :social justice should come to characterise a new conception of
sustainable development, including questions concerning both the material and symbolic
dimension of the environment. Values in the environmental domain are typically shared or
‘public’ in character so that having access to clean air, unpolluted water, uncontaminated food
and high quality, attractive environments rich in wildlife, become central concerns of SD.
Moreover, how the environment is valued involves notions of.what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and -’
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not just economic preference. In practice too, as environmental philosophers such as Alan.
Holland and Kate Rawles (1993) point out, values are not things we always argue from, but
what we reason ‘towards. For example, it is difficult to imagine and make informed
judgements about the value of environments that might be lost or gained- even in
circumstances where change is promoted by environmental agencies in the direction of
sustainable development. Reducing these uncertainties to individual preferences is reason
blind.
A case in point concerns how the impact of managed retreat at the coast is to be to imagined
and assessed. The strong opposition by local people to a reductionist approach to assessing
the impact of managed retreat in North Norfolk, based on a contingent valuation methodology
for example, (O’Riordan and Ward, 1997), reflects not only questions about the correctness of
approaching environmental evaluation in this way when there were so many uncertainties
about what would be lost and gained, but also questions about fairness and the transparency of
those principles and processes used to ensure just decisions. When the environment is
regarded as a ‘common resource’ in which existing and future generations of humanity and
nature ‘have a stake’; attempts to use the market as the dominant mechanism for integrating
the environment with economy and society will always be contested.
The contextualist model thus acknowledges the-growing evidence that the reasons why people
value environmental resources are essentially moral reasons, beliefs that we have duties to
other people, generations and species and that, when confronted by a choice about what to do,
obligations to respond to information and knowledge of environmental problems and social
dilemmas will be influenced by peoples’ trust &d confidence in sources of information (e.g.
science) and in the regulating agencies. In this sense, how the environment is understood is as
much. a function of those institutions that seek to regulate it as of physical and natural
properties. In these terms, the environment is a social construction.

6. FF%atpolitical/governance processes guide decision making?
Underpinning the contextualist approach to SD is recognition of the need to move from
universal principles to a methodology for arriving at some form of agreed sustainable policy
goals and processes in which all who have a stake in the future - both humanity and nature are explicitly involved. And here, in line with the reasoning outlined above, the emphasis is
on concepts of participative
democracy advanced through communicative processes of
reasoning and debate undertaken on a variety of geographical scales - the international.
regional, local and very local.
It follows that one of the key social processes underpinning governance issues surrounding
SD concerns the mutual learning processes that active approaches to participative democracy
endeavour to, and usually achieve. Under the right-hand route, normative dimensions of
sustainability - that is determining what is right and wrong - would be met through an
emphasis on inclusionary communication. Such processes would establish the principles and
procedures for arriving at environmental valuation and policies through reasoned debate and
opportunities would be offered to all stakeholders to participate at all stages in the decisionmaking process.
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Figure 10 adapted from Bryson and Crosby (1997) and Healey (1997), illustrates the range of
institutional:: arrangements - both formal and informal - that provide. a means of taking
forward. a participative approach to decision-making about SD on differing ‘geographical
scales. Specifically,- the model recognises a world of unequal.power relations; that power is
dispersed among many interests and organisations; and that shared power can be.embedded in
social systems that define acceptable rules of behaviour.
The model sees policy change as taking place in three, types of setting: forums, arenas and the
courts. In the forum, policy makers work to communicate meanings and to secure agreement
to act. Recent examples are focus group work. on public acceptance of Genetically Modified
Organisms- (Grove-White et al.: 1997)‘ and the meaning of I sustainable, development to
decision-makers (Burgess et al.; 1998). In the arena, development and implementation work
goes on, including identifying stakeholders with whom to work. Relevant examples are
citizen’s juries conducted to decide whether or not to flood.parts of for example, (Aldred,
1998) or to decide upon waste strategies.(Kuper, 1997), and the new approach to conducting
Agency LEAPS detailed later in the report. In the courts, the process of legitimisation and
sharing power, and building consensus for regulation occurs..~ Referendums and consensus
conferencing are participative methods capable of supporting these processes
(Stewart, 1997). In all these types of setting, however formal. or informal, processes of
negotiation, legitimisation and discretion are central, and are as significant for value change
as would. be a particular outcome or decision. Even in the most formal setting, the courts,
legal precedent - based on previous outcomes- is always. subject to subsequent amendment in
the light of reflection on the arguments used and constantly shifting senses of what is ‘fair’ or
‘reasonable’.
Thus, a key outcome of engaging policy and practice with new fora and arenas is. a process of
mutual learning in which both individual- participants and associated institutions come to
understand .one another better, new social relations forged and new opportunities for
governance, such as partnerships and alliances, negotiated., In this way decision-making
becomes a learning process that reconstitutes individuals, institutions and society as.a whole
and not a linear, hierarchical process that perpetuates existing structures.
7. What knowledges sustain the contextualist approach to SD?
The outcomes of the Contextualik approaches are captured in the bottom-right-hand segment :
of the diagram. Most importantly, they will lead to specific, local and heterogeneous
strategies for action. Such approaches mobilise and draw upon local knowledges that are
generated through .shared ‘experiences of place ‘and social interaction. At the same time
reasoned and deliberative debate allows strategic considerations. to be addressed at different
pointsinthe decision-making process. Expert knowledge is thus not discounted but is seen as
adding value, rather than determining what will often be a complex and contested decisionmaking process.

Summary of the Contextualist model
The key points of the contextualist model may be summarised as follows:
l

ethical tensions and biases can be identified at early stage,in policy. formulation
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dominant ideologies can be challenged and knowledge claims tested
disposition to behaviour incompatible with sustainability principles can be identified
interplay between universal and unique elements of SD will mould.new policy goals
trust in institutions and their practices is fostered
new values and norms of behaviour become internalised through progressive reflection and
argumentation, leading to increased legitimacy
natural resource institutions and regulatory processes can be designed to reflect and
respond to moral criteria, and to scientific evidence
legitimation and co-operation are fostered
policy and implementation processes are informed by each other.

Sf3
A fundamental distinction between the two models discussed in this section is the way in
which they approach ethical and. social welfare issues. Under the reductio+t
model,
questions of ethics and social welfare are implicit, embedded in the assumptions made about
how individuals act and how society works. Therefore ethical and social dimensions are not
normally actively considered under the left-hand route except by proxy, such as economic
efficiency for example. The contextualist model contrasts sharply by taking an explicit
position on what constitutes proper conduct in human-environment relations. At each stage,
the contextualist model takes a normative view of what should occur when moving in the.
direction of sustainable development. The fundamental importance of engaging actors in
discussion to explore their different understandings and to reach a judgement about what
should be done is to ensure that conflicting norms and values are given voice, and properly
evaluated.
The challenge for the Environment Agency is to engage in processes of environmental
regulation and decision-making which enables and makes explicit the reasoning towards
sustainability values. Through transparent, inclusive processes of decision-making, the value
judgements about nature and the attention given to both analytical reasoning underpinning
policy choices as well as the deliberative processes of discussion, argument and persuasion
will become clear.
The questions used to illustrate how each ideal model of SD understands society
governance provide an indicative ‘tool kit’.
This can be employed by strategic
operational task groups in the Agency to help determine what is, and should be, done if
are to address the social welfare and ethical dimensions of sustainable development
therefore contribute to the national aim of SD.
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and
and
they
and

Before illustrating how more socially informed models of SD can be used both within andwithout the Agency, the report : turns briefly. to an account of -the Agency! s remit and. .-.
contribution to SD, and to some of the concerns expressed by senior staff at a time when the
Agency is seeking to meet its statutory .requirement to contribute to the nation’s sustainable
development strategy.
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VI
THE
ENVIRONMENT
AGENCY’S’
REMIT
CONTRIBUTION TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

&‘

The statutory remit of the Agency requires it to translate the broad principles of sustainable
development into its everyday activities (see Figure 11). At a strategic level, its policies seek
to reflect the principles of SD while at the level of policies and plans, the key challenge is to-.
ensure that its potentialto deliver SD objectives is fully exploited.
Under the Environment Act 1995, a number of existing organisations including the National
Rivers Authority, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of .Pollution, the Waste Regulatory Authorities.
for England and Wales and parts of the Department of the Environment, were merged to form
the Environment Agency for England & Wales. Under Section 4 of the Act the Agency .is
required ‘so to protect and enhance the environment, taken -as a whole, as to make a
contribution -that Ministers consider appropriate towards achieving sustainable development’.
The emphasis in this principal aim is on protecting and enhancing the environment, .,on the
need to consider the environment as a whole by adopting an integrated approach and onplacing the Agency’s activities in a sustainable development context. In working towards this
aim, the Agency is required to ensure that the likely- costs of its activities are taken into
account together with .potential benefits.
Ministerial guidance; provided under the Act, expands these aims into a set of seven statutory,
objectives. These state (Section 6;6) that the Agency should:
i) adopt across its functions, an integrated approach to .environmental protection and
enhancement which considers. impacts of substances and activities on ” all
environmental media and on natural resources;
ii) work with all. relevant sectors .of society, including, regulated organisations, to
develop approaches which deliver environmental requirements and goals without
imposing excessive costs (in relation to benefits gained) on regulated organisations or
society as a whole;
iii) adopt clear and : effective procedures for serving its customers, including by
developing single points of contact through which regulated organisations can deal
.with the Agency;
iv) operate to high professional standards, based .on. sound science, information
analysis of the environment and of processes which affect it;

and

v) organise its activities in ways which reflect good environmental and management.
practice and .provide value for money for those who pay its charges and taxpayers as a
whole;
vi) provide’clear

and readily available advice and inforrnation
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on its work; and

vii) develop a close and responsive relationship with the public, local authorities and
other representatives of local communities, and regulated organisations.
With these aims in mind, guidance is then provided on the action the Agency should take, as
follows. The Agency should:
take an holistic approach to protecting and enhancing the environment
ensuring the optimum benefit from its.actions

as a whole,

take a long term view of the consequences of its actions have a special regard for protection
protection of the global atmosphere
foster good environmental

and enhancement

of biodiversity

and the

management in industry and commerce

develop close and responsive relationships. with local communities,
through Local Agenda 2 1 groups

for example

develop expertise in managing environmental knowledge.

The key themes which emerge are the integration of activities across the environmental
compartments, the need to assess long-term consequences of action (or of inaction), the
requirement to consider costs together with benefits in taking decisions, and the desirability of
closer relations with business and .the public. As seen by Government, these form the
principles of Sustainable Development for the Agency, and the boundaries within which it is
expected to act. At present, they contain a particular focus on the economic as opposed to the
broader social aspects of sustainable development.
However, in a consultation paper on the UK SD Strategy (DETR, 1998), the new Government
has been at pains to draw out these broader social aspects. The principles of sustainable
development, -as they are now emerging, are illustrated in Figure 11, where equity and
governance have become more prominent as issues in’their own right and the “regulatory”
aspects of sustainable development have become increasingly focused on risk management
and on bringing responsible agents to account. They continue, however, to map onto the.
principles from the Ministerial Guidance, and bear on the full range of Agency functions from
policy to practice. The focus on the social is particularly challenging for the Agency: in terms
of its expertise, the Agency has a highly developed capacity in the physical and natural
sciences, but its expertise in the social sciences .is broadly confined to the economic and
managerial.
One key aspect of the guidance is the link between the Agency and external bodies. Figure 12
illustrates some of these links. It is clear that the Agency, in delivering its remit is aware of
the need to build these relationships and to use,them in support of its sustainable development
policy. There is, in these relationships, scope for tension with the Sponsoring Department.
The Agency is bound, by the aims of sustainable development, to create lines of
communication with external bodies parallel to it, and to those used by the Sponsor ’
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Department. Departments of State find this kind of parallel.track diffrcult~to manage as it can
. lead to the development of powerful coalitions beyond. the reach of Departmental, coordination. .The guidance, then: has institutional as well as .technical implications for -the.
Agency.
Following the guidance, the Agency. has developed a detailed set of aims and objectives and
begun the process of translating these into specific targets-corresponding to the Agency’s core
functions. The Agency’s vision, a ‘better environment for present and future generations’, is
focused around the following core themes:
climate change
air quality
water resources
biodiversity
freshwater fisheries
integrated river-basin management
conservation ofland
managing waste
regulation of maj or industries.
It proposes that the Agency’s contribution should be achieved within each of these themes
through a combination of:
l
l
l
l
l

regulation
monitoring
partnerships
policy formation
education.

This document, taken together with the internal guidance provided by the Agency for its staff>
presages a series of=transitions for the Agency, some of which have been more completely
realised than others. It marks the recognition that the Agency’s contribution to the National
Aim of sustainable development will be realised through transitions which are complicated by
the need to meld staff from several previously separate agencies,with their own cultures and,
practices in the field of environmental protection. The transitions involve a shift:~~
l

l

l

l

from a focus on Agency Functions to a focus on the key environmental
themes

issues or

from a focus on inputs to the environment (emissions, for example) to outputs (the
quality of the environment taken as a whole)
from a purely regulatory relationship with industry, agriculture and the public to
one built on mutual co-operation, shared information and co-determination in
decision making
from working. principally within the boundary of the organisation to forming.
networks with other-key actors
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l
from urging others to adopt sustainability to leadership by example.
None of these transitions will be achieved easily and the process by which the current’
organisational structures can be moved from a functional basis to a topic basis will itself
require considerable investment of time and effort.

Consistent with the view that managing change within organisations is as much about
responding to the concerns of staff who are themselves part of that change, as with
implementing changes themselves, the report now turns to the findings of the empirical
studies. First, we provide a brief overview of the principal concerns expressed by senior staff
as they attempt to respond to SD in their professional capacity. Second, we provide an
evaluation of one initiative taken by the Agency in the North West Region designed to
encourage their staff to adopt more sustainable lifestyles by working with Global Action
Plan’s (GAP) ‘Action at Home’ programme (AaH). Third, we report on the considerable
progress made by the Agency in promoting a more participative approach to the production of
Local Environment Agency Plans (LEAPS).
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VII FINDINGS OF THE FIELD RESEARCH
INTERVIEWS

WITH

SENIOR AGENCY

STAFF

The interviews conducted with senior staff were designed to explore common, concerns that
Agency staff had already encountered, or anticipated:encountering in their attempts to develop
a coherent approach to sustainable development
The interviewees gave full and frank.
accounts of the Agency’s current thinking, on many of the key issues identified above. Key
themes or issues, which one or more of the interviewees considered important for defining and
enhancing the way in which the Agency delivers sustainable development, are as follows:.
Policy Development
l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

recognition that SD is a process rather than an end state
the need to address issues of equity (inter and intraa generation) in the Agency’s
activities
an awareness that concepts of irreversible’ change and critical capital: and’ questions.
of substitutability will need to be addressed
technology might provide a means of controlling pollution but does not necessarily.
_
contribute to SD
agreement that other than the SD.team, Agency staff and Board.members in general
have an unfocussed.view of SD; although they are aware of the term and its general.
meaning, they do not ‘always see how it can be applied to their particular
circumstances
there is an opportunity - if not an imperative - to develop a particular view about
SD because of the Agency’s holistic and integrated concerns
a requirement .for the Agency at all levels to develop its understanding
‘social’ aspects of SD .: ..

of the

national policies concerned with sustainable development about which the. Agency
could be expected to hold a -view were mentioned. They. included climate change
and agriculture,- nuclear tiaste disposal, energy procurement, and endocrines genetically-modified organisms were not mentioned
Regional Economic Agencies could be regarded as both a threat and an opportunity
for the Agency.
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Policy Implementation
l

l

l

l

l

partnerships are seen as a key mechanism through which to achieve the Agency’s
aims
developing indicators which have the support of other partners and sectors will add
to the Agency’s credibility
the merits of integrated control of pollution were acknowledged, but this approach
was better developed for some functions than others
justifying the integrated control of pollution to front-line staff who were concerned
with individual sites and factories had proved difficult. In part this was because
resources were ‘ring-fenced’ by function and not by issues, and in part because the ’
cumulative effects of numerous separate decisions were not apparent in routine
practices
the Agency has a defensive attitude to the public who are often regarded as
dissatisfied customers rather than groups with a legitimate interest in the
environment.

Orgaqisation
l

more complete integration of the core values and practices of the Agency’s precursor organisations

0 an issues based approach was thought helpful but had not been worked through
l

l

the importance of communicating what SD means to Agency staff, its partners and
its customers
although the Agency already has many ‘stakeholders’ represented on their regional ’
committees, it does not have a clear view about how to benefit from their
knowledges and experiences.

Discussion

The interviewees, to greater or lesser extent, recognise that SD is a -process of decisionmaking underpinned and guided by a number of core principles, such as the precautionary
principle.
From the interviews it is clear that the Agency is confident in being able to identify existing
pressures, monitor states and formulate suitable responses using a variety of techniques in
terms of the existing State Pressure Response model. However, a number of the interviewees
admit that reviews of current Agency activities do not necessarily shed light on what
sustainable development might mean for the Agency’s future policy programme. In short,
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current- Agency activity, although it may be shown to be contributing to sustainable ’
development, does little to uncover or communicate the’ principles and the underlying
meaning of sustainable development as a new mobilising concept. As such;.the Agency.
wishes to extend its understanding of what the term ‘sustainable development’ means for the
Agency in terms of its operational. procedures, policy development and policy.
implementation.
It is also very apparent that the Agency is less certain of the position occupied by the ‘social’
aspects of sustainable development, and how these. may affect the Agency’s functions at
different levels. This suggests that a key role of the model developed by the research team
should identify and communicate-how the incorporation of the social imperatives explicit and
implicit in the ‘concept of sustainable development are central to achieving the Agency’s
overall aim. This conclusion is particularly relevant in view of the drive to engage with
stakeholders and widen the inclusion of groups in:,the decision-making process; and the
requirement to recognise the needs of present and future generations.
Support for more inclusionary forms of decision-making. is already ,apparentin the Agency’s
strategy documents.. The Agency has begun to fulfil the commitment made in its.
Environmental Strategy to resolve complex and extreme conflicts by building consensus. The.
discussion document, ConsensusBuilding for Sustainable Development (EA, 1998) explores
communication and consensus building techniques and. emphasises the importance of
understanding stakeholder concerns for effective consensus building.
However, discussions with the interviewees suggest that the AgencyTs conception,of the aims,
processes and results of opening up the policy-making arena remains limited. The public. are
constructed more as a constituency which has to be listened to rather than as stakeholders who
have a right to inform and benefit from the EA’s activities. The limited scope. of this position
is particularly important in terms, of Local Environment Agency Plans (LEAPS), .but also in
building. fruitful. partnerships with all stakeholders. If the..Agency fails to integrate local
concerns into the LEAP then the EA runs the.risk of losing public support. A clearer sense of
what LEAPS are designed to achieve, the processes of engaging with publics, and the .likely
outcomes is required. There is considerable uncertainty about :how to, address ethical issues
such as equity and environmental justice, and about the appropriate scale for pursuing these
dimensions of sustainable development;
On organisational matters, the main .theme to emerge is a residual concern that the
organisations and employees merged to form the Agency, have yet to fully accept the mantle
of the Agency’s more integrated approach and working practices. During the course of this.
project, the research team has had considerable contact with Agency staff at all levels and :
from different regions and -would concur with the interviewees’ comments. This suggests that
any model of sustainable development. would--need to address conceptual and .-practical
dimensions of sustainable’. development capable of enlisting Agency staff; as well .‘as their
external partners and the public.
One practical approach to demonstrating how SD might be encouraged-amongst Agency staff
is provided. by the Action at Home programme undertaken in the Agency’s” North West
Region.
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I SUSTAINABILITY
AGENCY STAFF

AS AN IDEA

AND PRACTICE

AMONG

NORTH

-WEST

Introduction
In 1997, staff in the North-West Region of the Environment Agency took part in Global
Action Plan’s Action at Home (AaH) programme. Staff in four area offices in the North-West
region (Warrington, Sale, Preston and Carlisle) were recruited to the programme.
Participants were recruited as individuals who are willing to accept that changing their own
behaviour in the home will make a difference to society as a whole. Information about
sustainable practices is normally delivered to them by post, but in the case of the North West
Region was also supported by meetings with enthusiastic AaH ‘champions’ in the region’s
local offices. Consistent with the underlying assumptions of the reductionist model of the
individual and society, this approach expects the individual - when correctly informed - to
behave rationally and in accordance with the practical changes outlined in the information
packs.
An evaluation of the effectiveness of the AaH project provides useful insights about the
willingness of the Agency’s own staff to accept the reductionist model of SD (Burgess &
Collins, 1998). The following analysis is based upon four focus group discussions held with
staff who had participated: one in each of the area offices. Participants for each area were
recruited by key EA staff with the assistance of the GAP Programme Managers.

Emergiw

SD Themes from the Action-at-Home

Propramme.

Five main themes from the focus groups” discussions have a direct bearing
development of the SD model.
1. Motivation

on the

among Agencv Staff to take Action:

Table 1 categorises participants in the AaH programme in terms of the strength of their
motivation. The support which individuals gave to AaH, including acknowledgement of the
positive role played by the Environment Agency in initiating and supporting the programme
depended upon which group individuals were most closely associated with.
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Table 1: Characteristics

Reasons
to
adopt- AaH
programme

Focus
concerns

of

Commitment.

Outcomes

Of The Three ‘Motivational

1 Very Motivated
-‘Enthusiasts’

2 Motivated
‘Dabblers’

-

positive
associations and
contact with
‘nature’

nothing to lose,
possibly.
something to gain
by following the
programme

concerns about
‘excessive’ levels.
of consumption

Groups’ Undertakiq
3 Not very Motivated
- ‘Coerced’
individuals either
‘required’ to participate
in AaH by their
managers; or because
they had positions in
management and
should be seen to be
green.

professional
concerns and- s
interests
intergenerational
concerns,
especially for.
children’ s future.

professional
concerns and
interests
some personal
interest in
acquiring more
information

only undertook AaH
because of the Agency,
programme; would not
ordinarily join

concerns about :
inequalities
’
between the UK.
and less developed
countries
some inspired by
AaH, including the :
programme.
managers

stronger
motivation to save
money on
household
expenditure
may give up
easily if benefits.
do not accrue
quickly

resistance to the
process - refusing
personal
responsibilities

will only
undertake easy,
low or no cost
actions
anything is better
than nothing;
achieving change
in one aspect of
behaviour is a
success

will not undertake
changes in personal
lifestyle until :
institutions demonstrate
their commitment to
change first

willing to
undertake more
action to change
practices at,work:
willing to
undertake political
action because
national issue and
dislike waste
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AaH
4.
No
motivation
‘Unknowns’
Not recruited
into
focus
groups

Individuals in Group 1 tend to be strongly motivated by ethical and environmental concerns.
The majority, however, in Groups 2 & 3 are motivated by a combination of personal and
financial interests. This is of particular relevance to the design of programmes of information
on SD in the Agency for its own staff. We would draw particular emphasis to peoples’
preferences for more group-based activities in the workplace.
In other words many participants actively constructed themselves as ‘social individuals’,
much as in the contextualist model of SD: but all participants looked to the Agency itself to
provide an enabling context in which any commitment to sustainable lifestyles should be
pursued. In this sense: much as is the case with the general public, individual members of
staff express differing levels of prior concern and commitment.which should not be taken for
granted when seeking to promote behavioural shifts.
2. The Role of Identities in Pro-environmental

Behaviours

The connections between their personal and professional identities were fundamentally.
important for staff. Working for the Agency is generally reflected in people’s sense of worth
and commitment to environmental goals, while also implying certain kinds of responsibilities
for individuals.
Many people in the groups commented on the need for them to be more proactive in their everyday behaviours because they worked for the Agency. Participants
construed both their own and the Agency’s identity in socially engaged terms and,
significantly, in terms which sought to bolster their own, and the Agency’s moral authority.
But in a reciprocal relationship, the Agency was also expected to impart an ethos to staff
about its own concern for the environment - (a good example of the structure-agency debate
rehearsed above). The strength of identification varies across grades of staff, but not in any
obviously predictable way. So for example, staff who were thought to possess .‘special
knowledge and expertise’ did not necessarily express a strong identification with the ethos of
the Agency. In practice, all participants believed that action by the Agency - of which
individuals are a part - rather than a sole focus on exhorting individuals to take responsibility,
was required.
3. Tensions Between Personal (Domestic) and the Professional (Work) Practices
‘I think the Environment Agency actually does have a lot of environmental waste, I find it.
really d$f?cult to come to work and see such waste ofpaper and resources, and then try and
improve it at home when I spend so much time at work. It’s quite d@cult. ’
During the meetings in the North-West, there was discussion -about the opportunities for
engaging in collective actions in the workplace through, for example, discussions and workbased events or initiatives. This was in contrast to the more solitary nature of trying to
undertake individual action at home. Indeed, many participants felt that their (individual)
actions at home were being negated by the (in)actions of their employer.
Issues raised by staff were mainly wastage of paper, failure to conserve or reduce energy use
(electricity in particular), .and, especially strongly, issues to do with transport policies of the
Agency. Participants were vociferous in their opposition to the relocation of EA offices to
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motorway junctions and the car leasing scheme, resulting in (unwelcome) increased car
journeys for many staff. There were strong criticisms that the Agency was exhorting, if not
pressurising;. staff to become more sustainable”at home while not adjusting any of its own
practices. By touching on the need for the Agency to earn legitimacy as the guardian of the.
environment through its ‘actions and not just its assumed authority, participants positioned
themselves as more supportive of the contextualist approach to SD than with the reductionist
model. i
4. Barriers to Action
With reference to the social and governance dimensions of SD .models, staff discussions
highlighted again,,the dimensions/barriers to action.
These included:
l
l
l
l
l
l

l
l
l

uncertainties about the efficacy of suggested actions
uncertainties about the scientific validity of environmental- information
.not knowing which institutions were trustworthy
anger about being so deeply implicated in a consumer society
powerlessness to resist advertising and commercialisation
lack of choice because of the structures of society (having to drive to work; no/poor
public transport, out of town shopping*centres etc.)
lack of inclusion at work (management culture doesn’t listen to ideas from ‘below’)
financial and time resource limitations at home
the intangibility of global problems.

Many of these concerns are encapsulated in the; following extracts from one of the focus
groups. Here the participants comment, firstly, on the contingent nature of information and ..’
expertise on which ‘rational’ actions are predicated and, secondly, on the abstract nature ofmany. environmental issues, which further undermines individual commitment.
F. I think the thing that worries me is,-how certain are we of what we ‘re doing? -Because we
change our attitudes, one thing that comes to mind is the eggs scare; and the beef scare, and:
then they say don ‘t drink too much alcohol but now alcohol’s good for you. Depending on
the mood. of the day and the politics and .what they fmd out, how do we know what we ‘r-e
spouting today won ‘t change ? They go on about the global efects, global warming, and it
could just be that that is how it would have gone anyway, how can ;we know that a million
years ago, presumably there: weren ‘t people driving around in fast cars to cause global
warming and made the ozone layer bigger and pole caps melted and then it all f?oze over
again. How do we know that-what we aretrying to preach is really true.?
M. It’s making it real for people, that’s why a lot of people only get involved when it’s “in
my back yard”, because they can actuallysee something happening, that piece of land being
developed ifyou can see there used to be birds nesting on there and they’re not going to be
there anymore, it makes it real, whereas when it’s just something on the telly or something in
the school room or something on the planning list, it’s just an abstract thing, you can ‘t see or
experience a real loss or dtyerence, so you ‘re-not going to be-motivated to make a real effort
with it. You can’t, you don’t-see your impact on the global atmosphere,. it’s just,abstract. I
.don ‘t know how you get over that and make it real for people. [Carlisle]
R&D Project Record E6/006/1.

40

Even where individuals expressed willingness to engage in pro-environmental behaviour, lack
of support either in the workplace or from governing institutions such as local authorities
inhibited this drive. Without access to mechanisms for contributing to changing working or
domestic patterns to benefit the environment,. enthusiasm among participants was quickly
eroded.
Taken together, the diversity of these responses and their engagements with economic,
governance, uncertainty and ethical concerns, demonstrates the contingent nature of behaviour
and decision-making and a concern for collectivities rather than individual choices.
5. Understanding of ‘ Sustainable Develoument’
Finally, there was little spontaneous discussion about ‘sustainable development’ in the focus
groups. Reasons for completing AaH seemed self-evident: to save money/reduce household
expenditure on the one hand; and to reduce consumption, reuse materials and recycle waste
products on the other. There was little awareness of the Agency’s role and remit in
progressing sustainable development but, considerable sensitivity to the environmental
consequences of excessive waste production/landfill.

Conclusion
Staff were clearly critical of both the reductionist approach upon which the AaH programme
is based, and the reluctance of the Agency to develop and demonstrate its own contribution to
sustainable practices. In turn, this dissatisfaction reflected badly on the participants as social
individuals wanting to make a difference - to be ethical citizens - and as employees of an
institution that actually could make a difference - the responsible institution. This reciprocal
construction of the individual as the institution and vice versa, is a clear indication of.
participants engagement with the contextualist model of SD. It is also a demonstration of how
the Agency can better respond to the concerns of their staff. By adopting a more reflexive
approach to managing institutional change, ie change directed to produce positive
environmental benefits in partnership with staff, the Agency can come to better understand
what SD might come to mean for its own internal structures and practices.

II LOCAL

ENVIRONMENT

AGENCY

PLANS

In seeking to demonstrated how the Agency should move towards a more contextualist
approach to the social dimensions of SD when involving the public and other partners, we
report on the considerable progress made in the conduct of Local Agency Environment Plans.
The Agency is charged with completing over 131. LEAPS by 2.000. In a previous R&D
project on community involvement in LEAPS, A Method for Community Involvement in
LEAPS, (Baker Associates, 1997) concerns were raised that methods of participation and
consultation in use by the Agency might not approach the sophistication and effectiveness of
techniques used by Local Authorities and other agencies which undertake consultation over
environmental issues. In particular, the report found the Agency’s approach to participation.
and consultation has tended to be ‘top down’, with effort mostly directed towards providing
information to the public and asking them to respond to it. As the report states (page 47):
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“The- majority of participation work has been focused on “information .giving” and
“consultation “. There has been .some input to “deciding together” (consensus
buildina), but the lack of on-going commitment has made this rather weak Input to
‘j’oint action’: (partnership building;) has been primarily through the functional stafl
but the relationship of this to the overall process has been unclear to partners.”
This picture of the Agency suggests that-it is operating largely. within the ‘reductionist’ model,
where ‘rational’ action. is presumed to follow.- the provision- of information.
To tackle
effectively. the cross-agency issues identified in LEAPS, the Agency is already-aware that it
will have to work in partnership with other local organisations.
Partnership can be defined as existing “when a number of dz#erent interests willingly come
together on a basis of mutual trust to achieve a common purpose ” (ibid.).. The implication for.
the Agency’s consultation processes regarding LEAPS is that the processes must,be directed
much more towards consensus and partnership building than +rformation .provisions and
consultation. As the report went on to note:
‘Current- efforts to involve the general -public are curtailed and limited to information
provision. Consultation focuses on partners, the participative groups and sign$cant others,
and on statutory. consultees. The, process of deciding together will normally involve the
partners andthose groups who wish to. be involved and acting together will be primarily with
partners, though a long term aim should be to involves the groups further” (ibid., ~52).
The report concluded that consultation in respect of LEAPS should, focus on those
organisations whose interests are directly -affected .by the issues ,and with whom the Agency islikely. to have to work to implement the LEAP, with much less effort directed towards
consulting the ‘person in the street’.
Members of the Environment & Society Research Unit at the Department of Geography wereapproached by the Environment Agency. to develop --ways in which more consultative and
inclusionary processes of dialogue.could be established to prioritise issues in a LEAP for theNew Forest Area (Clark et al., 1998).
The objectives of the project were:
l
l

to set out a method for prioritising issues identified within LEAPS
to improve the consultation and involvement process of the key- stakeholders within
a LEAP area

by providing the Agency with a consensus and coalition building !,methodology
recognises the constraints of,limited resources.

which

The outcome of the project was to realise the following benefits:
1. education: ..
l
for the stakeholders about the role and remit of the Environment Agency
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l

for the Agency
stakeholders

about the r&es,

concerns and priorities

for

other

2. partnerships
l
to create partnerships with these stakeholders to ensure that policies to
address issues identified in LEAPS are carried out in collaboration with
them
3. prioritisation
l
to determine, on the basis of what stakeholders want done, an order of
priority for the issues set out in a LEAP
4. consultation
l
to improve the method of consultation from formal written comments to
consensus building with major stakeholders.
Based on reviews of methods of economic appraisal arid -of the use of stakeholder group
approaches, and the consultants’ extensive experience of group discussion methods, the
researchers devised an experimental procedure for prioritising issues within a LEAP. The
process involved the active participation of key stakeholders in the LEAP area. This.
procedure combined a decision analysis approach to policy, plan and project appraisal - a
form of multi criteria analysis (MCA) - with one of the practices used in the new approaches
to consultation; namely, the use of a stakeholder group. It thus meshes .deliberative discussion
with the systematic approach of MCA - an approach better described -under the title
Stakeholder Decision-Analysis (SDA). During a series of workshops the stakeholder group
works through the stages of SDA, learning about the issues, developing criteria for assessing
them, and assessing each issue against each criterion.
The approach is innovative not in its elements but in their combination. Formal techniques
are frequently used in dealing with decisions involving multiple objectives. The use of
stakeholder groups to work on environmental policies and projects is becoming more
common, and decision conferences using structured group processes are a well-known
management tool within organisations. However, we know of no other work which combines
stakeholder group deliberation with a formal systematic appraisal technique in the context of
determining priorities for environmental action. The new approach to Environmental Capital
being piloted by the Agency (Countryside Commission, 1997) and others is in broad
agreement with the contextualist approach, but makes no prescription about how priorities for
action should be determined. By developing a formal method for deriving priorities - .
Stakeholder Decision Analysis - the project was thus ground-breaking.
The procedure was tested using the New Forest LEAP. A stakeholder group, comprising
individuals representing the majority of organisations who have an interest in the New Forest
LEAP, was recruited (see Figure 13). The group’s overall task was to review and prioritise
the issues addressed in the New Forest LEAP Consultation Draft. Working together, they
were asked to identify costs and benefits associated with these issues, and to work through the
SDA process to rank the issues in order of priority. A detailed account of the testing of the
methodology on the New Forest LEAP, and an evaluation of the process including
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stakeholders’ responses, is available in the Project Record (Clark et al., 1998). The main
elements of the methodology are described below.Outline of the main elements of the methodology
The purpose, of the -methodology is to enable .the prioritisation. of, issues in a LEAP. The.
methodology is a process which combines a deliberative ‘procedure with a systematic.
technique and is carried out by a stakeholder group. The overall approach therefor is
consistent with the contextualist model of society and governance outlined above.
The stakeholder

group

The LEAP stakeholder group is the group of people who’ work through the process;
Stakeholders are defined as anyone who has a stake in what happens but a stakeholder group
does-not necessarily comprise everyone who has a stake. Its composition depends on the
purpose for which the group is convened and the tasks required of participants. The technical
nature of the LEAP, its geographical coverage, the range of organisations interested in its
outcome, its focus on.particular aspects of the environment, and the Agency’s desire to build
partnerships with organisations with whom, it would need to work to address many of the’
LEAP issues, indicates a rather more ‘expert’ group than might be convened in other contexts. s
However, it is not appropriate to confine membership to technical and environmental experts..
It is. essential that the group includes people with a wide range- of.interests and knowledge,
particularly local knowledge. :
The LEAP stakeholder group is therefore comprised of key interests (organisations with a
remit covering the LEAP area and/or key activities within. it) and does not include,. for
example, representatives of geographically local- interests. such as local residents’ groups, or
individual members of the public. Roughly equal representation. from each of the three main
sectors of activity in a LEAP area (statutory;. voluntary and private) will ~normally be
appropriate.

Multi criteria analysis
An outline of the principles of MCA is provided, in the main report. In summary, the MCA
technique used is a mathematically simple one which involves summation of w-eighted scores.
A mathematically. simple technique is used for two reasons. First, the numbers involved do
not warrant complex mathematical treatment.-- Second, it is important that the technique is
easily comprehensible to all members of the group and is therefore transparent.
The process begins with the stakeholder group selecting .a number of criteria, weighting each
according to its-relative importance. Each issue contained in the Draft-LEAP is then scored
against each, criterion and its score multiplied by the w-eight. for that criterion. Weighted,
scores are summed for each issue to give a final score. The higher the score, the higher the
priority that should be given to that issue. The scores are used to place issues in a number of
priority groups.
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The result of the multi criteria analysis - the total scores for each issue and the consequent
ranking of the issues - is sensitive to the assumptions made about weighting the criteria and
translating qualitative assessments into quantitative ones. It is thus possible to examine not
only how particular ‘reasons’ and their ‘ranking’ affect the overall outcome but also to reflect
on how judgements of a particular kind or by stakeholder group affect the outcome. This
iterative and reflexive process of decision making provided by, Stakeholder Decision Analysis
is wholly consistent with the premises of a contextualist model of SD.
The workshops
The stakeholder group tackles the MCA in stages by working through a series of tasks during.
four workshops. The tasks are structured so as to focus group deliberation and discussion
while at the same time giving each group member maximum opportunity to question,
challenge, learn and contribute to the identification of issues, development of criteria and
assessment of issues against criteria. The sequence of tasks is summarised in Table 2.
Table 2: The workshop

I

sequence

I

criteria in the final list.

I

I

review the nrocess.

I

The key stages are represented in Figure 14.

OUTCOME

OF THE LEAP MCA PROCESS

Benefits of using the methodology
The major benefits of using this approach in general and this methodology in particular are
as follows:
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-1. It is inclusionary of a wider range of organisations and individuals than are normally
consulted in the early phases of the LEAP planning process.
2. The process brings stakeholders together for deliberation in a group. This allows areas
of potential conflict to be identified and explored before the LEAP is implemented,
something that the solicitation of comments from. stakeholders in isolation cannot
achieve.
3. Through the process stakeholders can come to better understand the role’ and remit of
the Agency and the Agency can. come to better understand the roles, concerns and..
priorities of stakeholders.
4. The process facilitates networking and partnership building. between the Agency and
potential partners. When done well, this form of stakeholder involvement in the early
stages of the .LEAP -planning process enhances goodwill, improves intelligence
gathering, and reduces potential conflict between the Environment: Agency and its.
direct and participatory partners.
5. The non-confrontational
structure of the workshops allows stakeholders to explore
their differences and. find areas of consensus on which to build. Individuals are able to
acknowledge the validity of different perspectives on environmental matters, and are
encouraged to work co-operatively and to seek .a negotiated outcome where no one,.
perspective dominates..
6. Through the intensive deliberations of the group the issues in the draft LEAP are given.
a fuller and more. testing. appraisal than would otherwise be the case during publicconsultation.
7. The development of criteria encompasses a fuller range of evaluative dimensions for
judgement than would otherwise be the case.
8. The criteria are applied- systematically to each of the issues, so each issue is evaluated
on the same terms, terms which are agreed by all participants in advance.
9. All stages of the decision-making process are open and transparent.. Every member.
has maximum. opportunity to question, challenge, learn and’ contribute to the
identification of issues, development of criteria, and assessment of issues.
lO.The legitimacy of the product - the list of issues in order of priority - derives from the
legitimacy of the process. The results can be more-easily endorsed by the stakeholders
because they have been.achieved through a process that is seen to be.fair;and to which
they have contributed and have some ownership.
11.Results are achieved within a limited time because deliberation is focused through
structuring the process into a series of discrete tasks.
12.Agency membership of the stakeholder group and the availability of Agency experts at
meetings.allows the Agency to participate in the process but not dominate.
R&D Project Record E6/006/1’

46

These outcomes are illustrated in Figure 15.
Conclusion
The Stakeholder Decision Analysis used to prioritise actions in the New Forest LEAP is a
practical method for working with stakeholders in an inclusionary and deliberative way. It is
recognised by stakeholders as being transparent and easily understood; as being capable of
embracing questions of ethics, indeterminacy, and responsibility; and through thoughtful and
open debate as being able to accommodate facts and values. It thus provides a means of
taking forward the contextualist model of SD into those formal and informal arenas of
governance with which the Agency needs to engage.
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VIII
TOWARDS
A NEW? SOCIALLY
INFORMED
APPROACH
TO
SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
RECOMMENDATIONS

Taking the lead-from our review. of existing approaches: the practical .experiences of-Agency.
staff and the vision of SD being promoted by government, we seek to develop a new socially
informed approach to SD which:
l

l

l

l

actively embraces contextualist rather than reductionist approaches to understanding.
society
develops a more. deliberative and inclusionary approach to governance issues and the
behaviour and. structures .of institutions so that ethical positions about sustainable.
development can be made more transparent
gives equalconsideration to the claims-of the, economy-and the environment as arenas
which support sustainable development
positions sustainable development
predetermined known state.

Some principleswhich

as a process of legitimation

rather than a

underpin this approach (see Figure 16) are:

inclusion - processes which allow the voices of those groups often excluded from
conventional consultation approaches and who have an interest in sustainable -development
to be heard and acted on;
equity - deliberative processes. which acknowledge the need for public accountability,
‘what ought to be’; and the fair distribution of environmental goods and.bads both,now and
in the future;
precaution - decision-making which acknowledges sources of uncertainties especially in
the field of environmental. harm and maintaining the integrity of ecosystems and their
functions; but also in terrns of what is important to stakeholders and.how the environment
can be valued;
polluter- pays - responses to reducing environmental harm and promoting
development which move the burden of costs to-the polluter.

sustainable

The shift in emphasis required from the existing bias towards economic and environmental
models to models which address societal and governance issues is shown in Figure 17. Figure.
18 maps existing models in use by the Agency onto our model. It is apparent that:
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l

l

l

the current SPR model used by the Agency is located in the sector where environment and
economy overlap
the new approach to Environmental
society.

Capital is located in the sector overlapping

with

Integrated Assessment Approaches provide the potential for embracing all four dimensions
but, so far, they tend only to be applied at the national and international scale and are not as
inclusionary as our approach suggests they should be.

In Figure 18 highlights the apparent failing of the SPR model to engage directly with a wide
range of relationships which potentially affect the Agency’s activities - notably the Agency’s
comparative isolation from issues of governance and society that shape how the Agency.
responds to pressures on the environment.
Figure 19 illustrates the new relationships required with governance, economy and society if
this model is to be taken forward within the suggested framework. In comparison with Figure
6, it is important point to note the linkages between the generation of environmental pressures
as a direct result of patterns within ‘governance’ and ‘society’. Environmental change is
driven by social and economic pressures, and is not the result of abstract ‘naturally’ occurring
forces. It is therefore imperative that governance issues, which regulate the force and
direction of the drivers are taken into account in addressing sustainability issues.
Figure 20 maps the Agency’s current processes and approaches onto the model. Clearly the
Agency is already contributing to processes of sustainable development most notably through:
l

l

l

l

compliance with its regulatory duties, integrated pollution control and monitoring
a willingness to employ Multi-Criteria Analysis for project evaluation rather than
relying exclusively on Cost Benefit Analysis which demonstrates awareness of the
difficulties and uncertainties surrounding environmental assessment
the development of partnerships with key players in the economic sector which should
allow a more precautionary approach to be pursued and the encouragement of
.preventative rather than effects-led approaches to pollution control
adoption on the national and international level of an Integrated Assessment
Approach. Gaining legitimation and credibility on a more local level could also be
achieved through the LEAPS process;

Practical imdementation

of the Droposed model.

In taking forward this socially informed model of society and governance into the working
practices of the Agency, we suggest the following:
l

Figure 9 lists the 7 questions raised by the reductionist and contextualist models of society
and governance. These are all questions that can be asked of any ‘policy’ ‘programme’ or
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‘project’ ,likely to be developed.by the Agency. By-focusing attention on current Agency
thinking and asking what Agency thinking should be, these questions serve to put in place
the same reflexive process of active learning that the contextualist model builds on.
l

l

In practice we recognise that providing simple answers to the sequence of questions raised
by the idealised models of reductionist and contextualist-approaches to SD is difficult. A
more realistic situation is envisaged (albeit diagrammatically) in Figure 2 1. Answers to the
key questions in Figure 9 will shift the. decision path from one side of the diagram to the
other. What this ‘decision tree’ ensures however, is that the Agency routinely engages in a
process of critical, reflective debate about the. delivery of .SD in its functions Andy
operations. On some occasions the reductionist model may seem to be appropriate, but we
would suggest that as measure of the. Agency’s commitment to the social dimensions of.
SD, all its programmes, policies and projects should be subject to the scrutiny and debate
the contextualist model-proposes.
Figure 22, based on the formal and informal institutional arrangements suggested by
Bryson, Crosby (1997) and Healey (1998) has been annotated to show how a range of.
inclusionary methods of engaging with the Agency’s partners and the public can be utilised ..
in the Agency’s activities. For example, community panels, citizen’s juries,.focus groups
and stakeholder decision analysis as utilised in the New Forest LEAP, are appropriate in
fora and arenas. Referendums and consensus conferences are both ,procedures for adding
legitimacy to decisions undertaken in the courts (Stewart 1997):

Examples-of how the socially informed

model of SD can be taken forward

Shoreline. Manapement Plans. with. which the Agency is involved are plans that have no
statutory power. This is also the case with Biodiversity Actions Plans for example. The
significance of such plans depends upon informed consent and widespread support -amongst
all interested parties. Legitimacy in the consultation process then becomes a vital concern and
an equally potent factor in securing supportfor subsequent implementation. This is-especially:
so where there are ambiguities, in compensatory arrangements associated with managed
retreat, for example, .where opportunities.for powerful lobby groups. to influence the decision-making process are bound to arise.
At present, the process of environmental-decision-making
involved with these kinds- of plans.
does not routinely’ identify all stakeholders for the task, in hand, -but tends to rely on,.
representative spokespeople. Moreover, when consulted, the public are often regarded as a
source of information and not as. partners with legitimate interests. Likewise, reliance on
conventional approaches to Cost .Benefit Analysis and contingent valuation procedures to
determine what nature is to be valued .and how- it is to be valued,. fails to address in a
transparent and principled way the full range of social welfare and ethical dimensions of SD.
A more flexible approach based on Stakeholder Decision Analysis such as that developed :
through the New Forest LEAP, would reap wider dividends.
Under these circumstances, a more inclusionary political process, such as that proposed by the
contextualist model is to be preferred. The adoption by the Agency of this more flexible
approach, and reported on by O’Riordan and Ward (1998) for the North #Norfolk Shoreline
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Management Plan, records that ‘this shift has proved most effective in building
shoreline management’ (~~273).

trust in

Contentious Licensing : In circumstances where the statutory and regulatory function of the.
Agency is perceived to be.contentious, for example in considering the renewal or issuing of
environmental licences, adoption of a contextualist approach to SD through involving the
public in a wider process of decision-making is already being seen by the Agency as
beneficial. Pilot studies recently conducted in five different regions involving contentious
licences associated with industrial activities such as cement works, power production, sewage
treatment and an atomic weapons establishments were designed to explore the benefits of an
extended processes of public consultation.
The pilot studies revealed variable responses to the public meeting as the preferred
mechanism for public consultation and highlighted the need to train staff in the skills required
for handling large and often hostile meetings. The pilot studies also identified the need to
take. account of the specific local context in deciding upon what mechanisms of public
involvement should be used. As the report notes (p.3), ‘perceived contentious issues
commonly concern health effects rather than environmental effects’ (our emphasis).
Demonstrating that the environment itself is a contested concept, such studies show that
while the Agency itself may not recognise such concerns as ‘their responsibility’, members of
the public construe ‘environmental effects’ in much wider terms. Under these circumstances
the Agency needs to respond to public concerns in a flexible and responsive manner.
Otherwise, as the study reports, the public become rapidly disillusioned with yet more’
meaningless consultation exercises.
In practice the value of these pilot schemes serves to demonstrate that the ability of the
Agency to carry out its licensing functions in a way that is respected by its partners and the
public alike is strongly linked to questions of trust and legitimacy. Moreover, because trust is
more easily lost than gained, the Agency needs to take the socially informed model of SD
right to the heart of the organisation so that this approach to SD infuses policies, programmes
and practices on a continuing basis.
In conclusion, when seen as a process rather than a predetermined outcome or defined ‘endpoint’, sustainable development demands a new approach by the Agency which needs to he
based on a collaborative and inclusionary approach to environmental decision-making.
We
believe that the socially informed model of society and governance, through its explicit
concerns with equity, precaution, inclusion and the polluter-pays principle, provides a way
forward for the Agency. Adoption of this approach, both within and without the Agency, will
secure greater legitimacy for the Agency in the multiple arenas in which it has to work. And,
through legitimacy will come greater public trust. Best regarded as a continuous process from
which the whole organisation can learn, rather than a one off event, an on-going commitment,
to approaching SD in this way will allow the Agency to respond effectively to the changing
social values and political requirements that drive sustainable development.
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Figure 1: Key Questions of Sustainable
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Figure 8: Approaches

to SD
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Figure 17: Current

Emphasis of EA Models & Approaches
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Figure 21: Approaches

to SD and Decision Pathways
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