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Abstract  
 
Integrative approaches to political decision-making have been an ever-present challenge in the 
pursuit of better government. Since the World Conference on Environment and Development 
(WCED) in 1992, one manner in which strategic and coordinated action for sustainable devel-
opment at the national level has been pursued is through national sustainable development 
strategies (in the following SDS). Current thinking views SDS as representing a transition from 
the traditional fixed plan towards operating an adaptive system that can continuously improve. It 
is this type of process that nations at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development 
(WSSD) were asked to formulate, elaborate and begin implementing by 2005. 
 
To contribute to the growing body of knowledge on national sustainable development strategies, 
19 developed and developing countries were studied to identify the key challenges, approaches 
and innovations in the strategy process. These were featured to create a pragmatic toolbox for 
policymakers and public managers.  Specific aspects researched included leadership, planning, 
implementation, monitoring and review and cross-cutting aspects such as coordination and par-
ticipation. Country-level research was conducted on an independent basis using publicly available 
documents and literature, complemented where possible by feedback from government represen-
tatives and other experts. 
 
Despite some true progress made, the findings indicate that nations are still at the early stages of 
learning toward effective strategic and coordinated action. Few countries are acting truly strategi-
cally. Many challenges remain in the continuous cycle of strategic management. Key coordination 
challenges that emerged from the study include:  
 

 Coordination with the national budget expenditure and revenue generating process; 
 Coordination with the sub-national and local sustainable development action; and 
 Coordination with other national-level strategy processes. 

 
These challenges are discussed in detail in this paper, along with the innovative approaches and 
tools observed in the 19 countries used to address these coordination challenges. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
For over a decade now the United Nations has been asking countries to pursue strategic and co-
ordinated action for sustainable development through the creation of national sustainable devel-
opment strategies (SDS, see for an overview UN DSD 2004). Most recently, the 2002 World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) called on all countries “to make progress in the 
formulation and elaboration of national strategies for sustainable development and begin their 
implementation by 2005” (UN DSD 2004). Nations have responded to these claims - at present, 
nearly all countries have adopted a SDS or are preparing to do so (c.f. Jörgens 2004).  
 
Sustainable Development is an ambitious challenge. It competes not only with many deeply en-
trenched values but more specifically challenges also the organization and pursuit of governmen-
tal policy-making. It forces reconciliation of the short-term electoral cycle with long-term plan-
ning or of policy coherence through greater co-ordination with current sectoral organization of 
government and the move toward decentralization. These are all difficult challenges to which 
there are no easy answers. Experience has shown that a pathway to Sustainable Development 
cannot be charted in advance, but rather needs to be navigated through processes of learning and 
continuous adaption. 
 
During the last years, many studies have been undertaken to assess action for Sustainable Devel-
opment at the national level (recent: Steurer und Martinuzzi 2004, Swanson et al. 20041, Dalal-
Clayton and Bass 2002). While many studies focus on analysis of strategy content, these reports 
pay particular attention to the process and institutions. In our research, we approached the analy-
sis of strength and weaknesses regarding procedural aspects of national level strategic and coor-
dinated action from the perspective of a civil servant responsible for implementing SDS. We 
identified a number of typical challenges that governmental managers face and tried to find rele-
vant tools that are used to tackle them. Special attention was given to best-practice examples to 
provide a starting point for policy learning. Our research was led by three major questions:  

 What are main challenges for coordinated action for Sustainable Development? 
 What approaches and tools have been introduced to tackle these challenges? 
 What are best-practice examples, and lessons to be drawn for helping policy-makers to 

manage coordinated action for Sustainable Development more efficiently? 
 
Research findings were featured to create a pragmatic toolbox of challenges, approaches & tools 
and innovations that shall help governmental managers to adapt governmental practice to the 
premises of the public policy literature on strategic behavior. Such a behavior requires “develop-
ing an underlying vision through consensual, effective and iterative process; and going on to set 
objectives, identify the means of achieving them, and then monitor the achievement as a guide to 
the next round of this learning process.” (Dalal-Clayton and Bass 2002).   
 
This notion of strategic behavior is, however, far-reaching. Its essential mechanism is learning 
and subsequent adaption. Many scholars have stressed the importance of learning for the occur-
rence of policy change over time (Howlett and Ramesh 2002; Dudley and Richardson 2001; Ben-
net and Howlett 1992). However, it is a widespread claim, that there are important limitations to 
policy learning: since policy actors - and also more generally institutions - have a set of enduring 
causal beliefs, they consequentially will stick to these framesets and will only change minor as-
pects of the policy. Major policy change will thus only occur against the background of external 
shocks, such as changes in government or in public interest (Pierson and Skocpol 2002, Sabatier 
and Jenkins-Smith 1999, Thelen 1999). Other scholars argue, however, that incrementalism might 
accumulate to major policy change over time and provides the best way to go along when explor-
                                                 
1 The report upon which this paper is based.  



Figure 1: Map showing countries studied 

Countries studied were Brazil, Cameroon, Canada, China, Costa Rica, 
Denmark, Germany, India, Madagascar, Mexico, Morocco, the Phil-
ippines, Poland, South Africa, South Korea, Sweden, Switzerland, the 
United Kingdom as well as the European Union. 

Source: Swanson et al. 2004 : 1 

ing uncharted ground for governmental action (e.g. Hayes 2003). Therefore, by comparing recent 
experiences in 19 developed and developing countries we tried to scrutinize also potentials and 
restrictions of learning and adaption processes under the framework of SD strategies. Is this no-
tion of strategic behavior met by reality? 
 
Obviously, the question of formulating and implementing a SDS and the process of “Greening of 
Government” are closely related. Sustainable Development is an integration challenge. This paper 
focuses mostly on process, rather than content of the SDS. To what extent the SDS resulted in 
tangible progress toward SD is another question altogether – albeit a critical one. We do not as-
sume that a good process will always lead to “good” results, but an assessment of process pro-
vides a necessary proxy for effectiveness and can provide practical and accessible information.2 
 
The paper proceeds as follows: In the next section, we will discuss our analytical framework and 
the applied research methods. In the third section, we present empirical findings, organized 
around the fundamental tenets of strategic management and with a special focus on coordination 
challenges. We will consider what approaches are applied for implementing more integrative ap-
proaches to decision-making and discuss, whether there are trends visible. The last section ends 
with some conclusions. The paper is based mostly on the 19 case studies conducted. For the pur-
pose of readability, we abstain from citing each case study, when talking about single innovations 
discovered. An overview on case study authors is included in the acknowledgements.  

2 ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH METHODS 
 
Our tool box is based on independent research conducted on 19 developed and developing 
countries from around the world and for efforts both pre- and post-WSSD (see figure 1). The 

criteria for country selection 
included: 

 mix of developed and 
developing countries; 

 geographic representation; 
 not extensively covered in 

previous research and 
 to include at least some 

potential leaders and a 
diversity of approaches. 

 
Our research was not intended to 
produce a step-by-step “how to” 
manual for SD strategy process. 
Rather, this paper outlines a 
synthesis of some of the key 
challenges, approaches and tools, 
and innovations at various stages 
throughout the strategy process 
in the 19 observed countries. 
 

Current research has identified strategic management as a new pattern of governance: Whereas 
the traditional system is characterized by grand planning, authority and hierarchy, the new system 

                                                 
2 See for similar conclusion for the analysis of the effectiveness of global environmental assessment Eckley et al. 
2001, Pintér 2002. 



Figure 2:  Roadmap to the challenges for strategic and coordinated 
action for sustainable development, put into relation with the key 
tenets of strategic management 
 

 
Source: Swanson et al. 2004, adapted with modification from Dalal-
Clayton and Bass 2002 

is better characterized by adaptive strategy development, mixtures of hierarchy and networks, 
monitoring and sharing of rule-making (Steurer and Martinuzzi 2004, SRU 2004: Tz. 1189).  
 
The introduction of sustainable development to government thus raises difficult management 
challenges because the concept is multi-facetted and broadly-defined. Countries have to establish 
appropriate information and monitoring mechanisms, institutionalise appropriate coordination 
structures that overcome sectoral decision-making and facilitate negotiations between depart-
ments. Further they need to develop mechanisms for managing effectively participation and con-
sultation. In the end, the overall accountability of the political system needs to be enhanced. Get-
ting the process right is therefore urgent (European Commission 2004).  
 
These challenges, however, are not unique. Governments have faced them before when they 
have integrated other new values (e.g., occupational health and safety, results-based manage-
ment). In every case, the success of integration has been a function of: 

 Leadership – “developing an underlying vision through consensual, effective and iterative 
process; and going on to set objectives”; 

 Planning – identifying the means of achieving objectives (institutional mechanisms, pro-
grammatic structures and specific policy initiatives); 

 Implementation: employing and financing a mix of policy initiatives and 
 Monitoring, Review and Adaptation - development, monitoring and reporting of indicators to 

measure: 1. progress in implementing policy initiatives; and 2. the economic, social and 
environmental state of the nation. This includes formal and informal feedback mecha-
nisms to ensure that monitoring results continually inform the adaptation of leadership, 
planning and implementation. 

 
These four stages of strategic management correlate well with the various stages of the continu-
ous improvement approach to managing sustainable development strategies identified in the 2002 
Sustainable Development Resource Book (Dalal-Clayton and Bass 2002), and we superimpose 
the two to help readers familiar with this articulation to see the similarities. The specific aspects 
of the four-part management model are summarized on Figure 2.  
 

Additionally, we focus on two of 
the cross-cutting aspects of 
strategic management as identified 
in Dalal-Clayton and Bass (2002), 
namely co-ordination (e.g., with 
other strategy process, other levels 
of government, financing 
mechanisms) and multi-stakeholder 
participation. 
 
In the next step, we put the infor-
mation gathered in our case studies 
in relation to the fundamental ten-
ets of this simplified model to get a 
roadmap of the challenges ahead 
(see figure 2).  
 
This roadmap structured the com-
parison and the compilation of our 
tool box. Information was ob-
tained from publicly available 



sources (e.g., government strategy documents, Internet sources, literature sources) and through 
interviews with government officials. National SD focal points had the opportunity to provide 
feedback on the case studies to avoid a bias, but such contact was not successful in all cases.  
 
To conduct the research a common analytical framework was developed by the research and 
funding partners and the project’s external advisors (which came from IUCN and the UN Divi-
sion on Sustainable Development, see for details the acknowledgements). The framework is ba-
sed on the strategic management cycle and is consistent with the chosen strategic management 
model. The detailed analytic questions used in the research are presented below. 
 
Table 1: Analytical questions for the case study research 
 

 
Quelle: Swanson et al. 2004: 49 



3 CHALLENGES, TOOLS AND INNOVATIONS 
 
3.1 LEADERSHIP  
 
Through a consultative process, leadership provides the vision for development activities and 
services. At its foundation, leadership has to be grounded in the fundamental principles of sus-
tainable development, that is, it must represent both existing and future generations, and it must 
understand the interdependency among economic, social and environmental systems (UN DESA 
2002 and OECD-DAC 2001).  
 
Key challenges include 1) choosing the right approach, 2) demonstrating commitment, 3) ad-
dressing the inter-generational principle and 4) the integrated assessment of inter-linkages be-
tween the economic, social and environmental dimensions.  
 
Findings of our cross-country comparison are summarised in Table 2 and include the following: 

1. Regarding the SD strategy approach, four main types were observed: comprehensive and 
multi-dimensional (e.g., Philippine National Agenda 21, German national sustainable de-
velopment strategy); cross-sectoral (e.g., Cameroon Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper); 
sectoral (e.g., Canada Departmental SD Strategies, also UK); and integration of SD into 
existing planning processes (e.g., Mexico National Development Plan). 

2. Regarding commitment and focus, seven of 19 countries studied have systematically devel-
oped quantifiable and measurable targets for sustainable development objectives. More-
over, a significant lack of common understanding of Sustainable Development has been a 
common feature of many governments.  

3. Regarding the inter-generational principle of sustainable development, a few of the countries con-
sidered a strategy outlook that was explicitly intergenerational, i.e. spanning upwards of 
25–30 years into the future (Sweden, Denmark, Germany, the Philippines and Mexico). 

4. Regarding the understanding of linkages among economic, social and environmental dimension all 
countries studies showed a rather weak performance. In many cases, SDS are a simple 
compilation of economic, social and environmental objectives and initiatives, but did not 
contain a fundamental notion of how issues, objectives and initiatives influence each 
other - both positively and negatively. 

 
Table 2: Leadership challenges, tools and innovations 

 
Note; some of the countries pursue more than one approach 
Source: Swanson et al. 2004: 7 
 
SD Strategy approach. Obviously, civil servants do not have much discretion when choosing a strat-
egy approach. The choice often reflects long-standing institutional framework-conditions, policy 



cultures and regulatory stiles. One approach might fit the specific circumstances for action in one 
country, but may fail to address the circumstances for action in another country. 
 
Commitment and Focus. There is more discretion for ensuring commitment and focus of SDS. 
Quantified objectives and targets are a common standard to strengthen governments commit-
ment towards Sustainable development (see Lafferty and Meadowcraft 2002). However, we 
found quantified objectives for only seven of our countries studied. Germany’s SDS, for exam-
ple, provides 21 indicators. Constitutional provisions are another useful tool for stabilising the 
SD agenda. Switzerland proves an interesting example in this regard: The new constitution from 
1999 elevates Sustainable Development to the status of a national goal. It further imposes a bind-
ing requirement for sustainability action on all levels of government, as well as incorporating sus-
tainability aspects into its foreign policy goals. The European Union has also prominently an-
chored the principle of Sustainability in the Treaties (former art. 3 and 6 EU-Treaty), and also in 
the recently adopted constitution (seen also Nollkaemper 2002). 
 
Understanding of linkages. Setting long-term objectives might also contribute to a better inter-
generational objective. Scandinavian countries have been pioneers in this field of action for a long 
time; and consequently,  Sweden and Denmark perform very well in this regard (cf. Skou-
Andersen and Liefferink 1997).  
 
ad 4) The tools observed that would help improve understanding of the linkages among eco-
nomic, social and environmental systems are Integrated Policy Appraisal or Strategic Sustainabil-
ity Assessment (Radaelli 2004). The U.K. was one of the first countries to start with the inte-
grated policy assessment of draft legislation and has continuously improved since then. Also, the 
European Commission has installed an ambitious approach of ex-ante impact assessment.  
 
Most of the countries studied obviously have difficulties with turning talk about Sustainable De-
velopment into action. It is particularly worth noting, that there is seldom a common understand-
ing of sustainable development within departments. Integrated assessments might have their 
most important role in establishing a dialogue between different departments.  
 
3.2 PLANNING 
 
Planning is a part of the strategic management cycle that governments have the most experience 
with. Key challenges include 1) establishing a clear legal mandate for the planning process, 2)  
thinking strategically about institutions to head the process and implementing them and 3) a reli-
able assessment of planned policy plans, programs and initiatives.  
 
Table 3 summarizes the findings of our country comparison. Among these findings were: 

1. regarding the establishing a clear legal mandate for the planning process, only a few countries had a 
clear legal mandate for the strategy process. 

2. regarding institutional arrangements, most strategy processes had institutional grounding in 
the environment department which limited the extent of influence across government. 
However, countries have started to shift responsibilities for the SD process from the 
outer boundaries into the centre of government, i.e. from environmental departments to 
the office of the Prime Minister or President or other central steering institutions.  

3. regarding the assessment of specific policy initiatives in an integrated manner, most of the countries 
proposed policy initiatives from a single perspective (e.g., environmental or social). The 
UK or the EU used Integrated Policy Appraisal and Strategic Sustainability Assessment tools, 
mentioned previously, to address this planning challenge. 

 



Establishing a clear legal mandate. One example to learn from is Canada’s amendment to the Auditor 
General Act in 1995 that established a clear legal mandate whereby 25 federal departments are 
required to submit sustainable development strategies to Parliament every three years. Also, arti-
cles 3 and 6 of the treaty on the European Union require continuous action for Sustainability, 
which lead to a comprehensive bunch of activities such as the development of the European Sus-
tainability Strategy, the Cardiff-Process for Environmental Policy Integration or the integration of 
Sustainability concerns into the better-regulation strategy of the Lisbon Process. 
 
Thinking strategically about institutional arrangements. UK and Germany have institutionalised so called 
Green Cabinets that are composed of several ministers or junior ministers and are supported by 
committees composed of higher civil servants. In Germany, the process is managed and co-
ordinated by the Chancellor’s Office which has greater authority to demand input and resolve 
conflicts than line ministries. At the Cabinet level in the U.K., sustainable development policy is 
co-ordinated by the Cabinet Committee on the Environment. In addition, each department designates a 
Green Minister to sit on the Cabinet Sub-Committee of Green Ministers. Each Green Minister is re-
sponsible for ensuring that environmental and sustainable development considerations are inte-
grated into their departmental strategies and policies.  
 
The Philippines have also taken a more strategic approach as seen in the chairmanship of the 
Philippine Council for Sustainable Development—this council is chaired by the vice-chairman of 
the National Economic Development Authority. In China, responsibilities are divided among 
Ministries and governmental committees, such as the State Planning Commission and the State 
Science and Technology Commission in cooperation with the Administrative Centre for China’s 
Agenda 21. The national Agenda 21 is highly integrated into the Five-Year Planning process of 
China’s economy, less into sectoral plans and within the overall national environmental planning. 
 
Assessing specific policy initiatives in an integrated manner. Despite long discussion and much practical 
experience, Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) has not become a standard instrument of 
government. Only eight out of the 19 countries used SEAs, and even fewer countries have devel-
oped the tool further into instruments for strategic Sustainability Assessment (Switzerland, EU) 
or Integrated Policy Assessment (U.K.).  
 
Table 3: Planning challenges, tools and innovations 

 
Source: Swanson et al. 2004: 16  
 
 
3.3 IMPLEMENTATION 
 
Implementation is the third stage of the four-part strategic management model used in this study. 
Implementation was a major issue at the WSSD in 2002 and will continue to draw attention. The 
UN DESA and OECD-DAC guidelines provide recommendations related to this aspect of the 
strategic management cycle (UN DESA 2004 and OECD DAC 2002).  
 



Key challenges include 1) establishing responsibility and accountability for implementation of 
objectives, 2) using an instrumental mix to implement strategy objectives and 3) using a mix of 
financial arrangements. This requires building on existing capacity, providing coherence between 
budget, capacity, and strategic priorities, building partnerships, ensuring accountability, and link-
ing efforts to the private sector. 
 
Findings of our cross-country comparison can be summarized as follows: 
 

1. regarding establishing responsibility and accountability, implementation of SDS remains a sys-
tematic weakness in all countries. Responsibility is housed in the Ministry of Environ-
ment in most cases, either directly or indirectly through a coordinating committee or SD 
commission or council. Recently, countries have started to shift responsibilities to the 
center of government, i.e. Offices of the Prime Minister or Presidential Commissions. 

2. regarding the use a mix of financing arrangements, financing of specific initiatives often suffers 
from a simple lack of revenue. All countries make use of ecological taxes or levies, but  
few countries have adopted a formal strategy for their systematic use and the invention of 
new financing mechanisms.  

3. regarding the use of a mix of specific initiatives and instruments, all countries have adopted 
some mix of instruments. However, while a mix of policy initiatives has been pursued, 
economic instruments appear to be under-utilized.  

 
Table 4: Implementation challenges, tools and innovations 

 
Source: Swanson et al. 2004 :18 
 
Establishing responsibility and accountability. There is an increasing trend to shift responsibilities for 
strategy implementation towards the centre of government. This is a promising path forward 
since leaving responsibility for implementation with departments that do not have the authority 
to exert influence on other departments means a non-strategic allocation of responsibility. Such a 
shifting was observed Cameroon, Germany, the EU, UK, Mexico and South Korea. Generally 
there is a trend to involve central steering institutions to a greater extent in the process of strategy 
implementation.  
 
Use a mix of financing arrangements. Regarding financial mechanisms, Sweden has been adept at ad-
dressing this challenge. Experiments with environmental tax shifting in Sweden began in 1991 
when it raised taxes on carbon and sulfur emissions and reduced income taxes. In 2001, the gov-
ernment increased taxes on diesel fuel, heating oil and electricity while lowering income taxes and 
social security contributions. Six per cent of all government revenue has now been shifted, help-
ing Sweden reduce greenhouse gas emissions more quickly than anticipated.  
 
Mix of specific initiatives and instruments. Some of the other studied countries active in environmental 
fiscal reform and economic instruments are Germany, U.K., Costa Rica, Brazil and Poland. Costa 



Rica, Sweden, Poland and Brazil are particularly interesting examples for innovative generation of 
revenue from ecological taxes and payment for ecological services. Madagascar proves an inter-
esting example for effective donor assistance coordination. 
 
3.4 MONITORING, LEARNING AND ADAPTION 
 
Monitoring is essential to the SD process. We manage what we measure. Challenges include the 
establishing and integration of 1) process monitoring and 2) outcome monitoring. Also 3) institu-
tions have to be created that facilitate processes of learning and adaption. 
 
Findings of our country comparisons can be summarized as follows:  
 

1. regarding process-monitoring, while most nations have statistical offices that monitor various 
aspects of our economy, society and environment, only six countries have developed an 
integrated set of indicators to allow analysis of the inherent trade-offs and inter-linkages 
among the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. 
These countries included Costa Rica, EU, Germany, Mexico, UK, Sweden, Philippines, 
Switzerland and Morocco. 

2. even more elusive to detect from the research were formal and informal approaches to 
outcome-monitoring 

3. most rarely to detect were functioning mechanisms to learn from integrated monitoring 
and to make subsequently critical and necessary adaptations.  

 
Process-monitoring. Among the 19 countries studied, the U.K. appeared as a consistent innovator 
through such approaches and tools as national sustainable development indicators and reporting; 
sustainable development audit committees and spending reviews; a Task Force for national strat-
egy revision; and sustainable development research networks. Information in the UK is also pro-
vided in the annual Green Ministers’ report where performance is searchable by department and 
by subject and include as assessment of performance against government-wide standards and 
objectives.  
 
Canada has institutionalized a Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development, 
situated in the Office of the Auditor General that regularly audits government’s overall perform-
ance on environment and SD. Findings of reports have led to direct responses by departments. 
Spending review is also executed for the PRSP process in Cameroon and Madagascar.  
 
Outcome Monitoring. Some countries operate batteries of indicators, such as the 65 indicators of the 
National Committee for SD Indicators in Morocco. Others have transitioned to aggregated head-
line-indicators, such as the UK, Canada,  Germany or also the EU. Aggregated indicators facili-
tate understanding and communication of overall progress and performance, but there is a dan-
ger of information loss if aggregated indicators are not supplemented by more detailed lists of 
component indicators. Sweden and South Korea have been the most interesting examples for 
reforming National Account Statistics. Again, the Anglo-Saxon countries UK and Canada have 
made the most elaborate use of auditing committees or independent advisory bodies. Creating 
own bodies that hold an ownership promises on the one hand that the process is taken seriously. 
It bears the risk, on the other hand, that departments resist relevant recommendation since they 
see them as being superimposed.  
 
Learning and adaptation. This mechanism seems to be working with regard to learning and adap-
tion. There is no doubt that all countries that we studied have undertaken attempts to institution-
alize mechanisms for learning and adaption. Leverage could be identified, again, for the UK and 
Canada.   



 
Another tool for learning are Strategy progress reports that can be seen in countries like Sweden 
or Germany. The SD Spring Review in the EU gives a broad basis for a long-term learning proc-
ess: Progress reports will be submitted by the European Commission to the European Council 
each spring and the SDS shall be assessed at the start of each Commissions term of office. Heads 
of Governments take notice and decide further priorities. 
Table 5: Monitoring challenges, tools and innovations 

 
Source: Swanson et al. 2004:  22 
 
The comparison of our 19 countries showed a number of innovative approaches and tools to the 
development and implementation of SDS, but also serious structural shortcomings in all aspects 
of the strategic management cycle that structured our analysis. Now we would like to turn in 
more detail to the cross-cutting issues of coordination and participation. 
 
 
4 COORDINATING THE INTEGRATION OF GOVERNMENTAL ACTION  
 
Coordination is a central requirement for making SDS processes work. Strategic behavior as de-
fined by Dalal-Clayton and Bass (2002) - i.e. “developing an underlying vision through consen-
sual, effective and iterative process; and going on to set objectives, identify the means of achiev-
ing them, and then monitor the achievement as a guide to the next round of this learning proc-
ess” – is dependent on strong coordination. Coordination cuts across all aspects of the Strategic 
Management Cycle that has been used for our analysis. Deficits in coordination contribute sig-
nificantly to many of the serious deficits described above. 
 
Regarding institutional responsibility, the issue of sustainability is moving gradually into the cen-
ter of government, at least on paper, in most countries studied: Green Cabinets, special divisions 
within the Prime Ministers’ or Presidents’ office, Presidential commissions, inter-departmental 
committees, external auditing committees or independent agencies – countries are experimenting 
with ways to house responsibilities outside the environmental department. On the one hand, this 
is a promising development that reflects the growing importance of the issue. On the other hand, 
coordination demands have not been met in most cases due to capacity overloads of central 
steering institutions and unresolved problems of different understanding of the broad concept of 
Sustainability.  
 
In all countries studied there is a constant gap between the content of the strategy and its actual 
impact on governmental policy. Clear information about responsibilities for strategy implementa-
tion is one side of the coin, information about the actual impact on governmental policy-making 
the other side. For tracking progress towards coordinated action for Sustainable Development on 



the national level, we have focused in detail on three major aspects of the coordination challenge, 
namely:  
 

1. Coordination of strategy objectives and initiatives with the national budget process 
2. Coordination with other strategy processes 
3. Coordination with sub-national and local strategy processes. 

 
Beyond the design of more or less comprehensive written strategy documents it is these three 
areas of action where talk about Sustainable Development is turned into action: 
 

1. Budget processes are central to the functioning of government: it is the availability and 
spending of resources that reveals whether or not Sustainable Development is taken seri-
ously. Sustainability has to be reflected in expenditure and revenue generation. Creating 
special incentive structures, implementing spending reviews, shifting taxes and creating 
better transparency and responsibility through Green Budgeting are examples of tools. 

2. Governmental departments execute a variety of strategies that run independent from the 
Sustainability process, i.e. action plans or specific targeted programs. The degree to which 
these strategies are reformulated due to the requirements of the SDS or substituted by 
new strategies indicates the coordination leverage of the overall SDS.  

3. Activities for strategic and co-ordinated action are underway at all levels of government 
ranging from the local/community, to state/provincial, to the international level. Co-
ordination among these different levels will be critical for leveraging important changes. 
Such co-ordination is inherently more difficult in federal states where powers over SD 
policies are divided between levels of government, i.e. Germany or Canada. On the other 
hand, the division of powers and the multiple layers of government in federal states might 
also provide more possibilities for the invention and diffusion of innovations.  

 
Table. 6: Coordination challenges tools and innovations 

 
Source: Swanson et al. 2004 
 



4.1 CO-ORDINATION WITH THE NATIONAL BUDGETING PROCESS  
 
In most countries studied, the vision and objectives created through a SDS process still has little 
influence on national budget expenditures and revenue-generation. National sustainable devel-
opment strategies simply remain at the periphery of government decision-making.  
 
All countries studied had mechanisms in place whereby government departments prepare plans 
that articulate proposed expenditures. However, these plans are seldom subject to a sustainability 
impact assessment that would reveal possible economic, social and ecological impacts,  trade-offs 
and opportunities. More elusive to find from the research is a country, where the overall budget 
plan contains transparent information about the impact of overall spending on Sustainability and 
charts a way for improving performance.  
 
A number of interesting approaches and innovations however, were observed from the research. 
For example, the requirement for implementation of key priority areas in poverty reduction strat-
egy papers (PRSPs) to reach the Heavily Indebted Pour Countries debt relief completion points, 
results in attention from the national budgetary process (e.g., Cameroon and Madagascar). The 
tradeoff that has been acknowledged, however, is that the PRSP feels less country owned (GTZ 
2000, p. 12). The irony is that national SDS, which are typically more country-owned, have less 
pressure on them to be implemented (GTZ 2000, p. 12).  
 
The U.K. emerged as an innovator in their approach of spending reviews. All government de-
partments are required to produce a sustainable development report that outlines the potential 
SD impacts related to public spending related to proposed policies, plans and programs. While 
departments appear to be struggling with this requirement, the Government has been developing 
tools and guidance to assist with the process (e.g., integrated policy appraisal procedures). 
 
In Canada, the 25 government departments are required to prepare a departmental SD strategy 
every three years. However, it is still the situation that annual departmental plans submitted to 
Parliament  remain a document distinct from departmental SD strategies. While some depart-
ments have recognized inherent similarities and have integrated the two document, most depart-
ments have not. 
 
Another notable approach is through the introduction of a tax shift. For instance, in countries 
where environmental taxes represent a large portion of government revenues, such countries 
could be said to have integrated SD better into the budgeting process. The most prominent ex-
ample for this approach in our group of countries is Sweden (previously described). Integrating 
SD principles into existing development planning processes is another approach. This is Mexico’s 
SD strategy approach. The 2001-2006 National Development Plan is translated into a set of pro-
grams which serve as long-term policy guides and are the basis for much of the public spending. 
While this approach does create more direct linkages with the national budgeting processes, it 
comes with the disadvantage that the SD strategy and its included objectives are not developed in 
as comprehensive a manner as occurs with separate SD strategies.  
 
Additionally, the Philippines Agenda 21 has provided a conceptual framework for integrating SD 
concerns in the country’s medium- and long-term development plans. Through Memorandum 
Order N° 33 the National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) was directed to inte-
grate the Philippine Agenda 21 into the Medium-Term Philippine Development Plan 1993–1998 
(MTPDP) which is the master plan for development in the Philippines. At the broadest level, the 
Philippine National Development Plan for the 21st Century (Plan 21), or Long-Term Philippine 
Development Plan 2000–2025 (LTPDP), uses Philippine Agenda 21 as its overall guiding frame-
work. Consequently the later MTPDP 1999–2004 also integrates SD concerns. 



 
4.2 CO-ORDINATING WITH OTHER STRATEGY PROCESSES 
 
Co-ordination between the SD strategy and other strategy processes is a challenge in all countries 
studied. The comprehensive, multi-dimensional SD strategy tends to exhibit more co-ordination 
than the sectoral and cross-sectoral strategy approaches due to their overarching nature. For ex-
ample, the national SD strategy in Germany is linked to the strategy of fiscal consolidation, social 
renewal, and the promotion of renewable energy. But these strategies were developed independ-
ent of the SD strategy. So, while in the German case there was co-ordination among the SD 
strategy and other strategies, the SD strategy did not provide an overarching framework for ac-
tion, but rather, it was more of a summary of existing strategies. This case highlights a challenge 
that is common to many of the comprehensive, multi-dimensional SD strategies - that the SD 
strategy at this early point in time in their use, is more a post-rationalization of existing action, 
rather than stimulation for new action.  
 
The U.K. national SD strategy appears to operate more on the other end of the spectrum relative 
to Germany in that the U.K. strategy outlines the underlying goals of sustainable development, 
and commits the government to establishing new decision-making processes, institutions, in-
struments, partnerships and communication processes.  
 
For countries which pursued either cross-sectoral or sectoral SD strategies, the extent of co-
ordination among strategies was minimal. For developing countries such as Cameroon and 
Madagascar, the PRSP process contained minimal discussion of the environment or the national 
environmental management strategy process that was in place in both countries. 
 
In Canada, where sector-like SD strategies are prepared by 25 government departments, there 
was little visible coordination. This should not be surprising given the complexity involved in 
coordinating a large number of detailed departmental strategy processes. Canada has recognized 
the difficulty and has developed a number of coordinating mechanisms including a Deputy-
Minister level Coordinating Committee on SD and the Interdepartmental Network on SD Strate-
gies. However, it would appear that these coordinating mechanisms have not yet matched the 
level of complexity inherent in the inter-dependencies of economic, social and environmental 
sustainability.  
 
The Philippines case highlights an innovative approach for coordinating among different strategy 
processes. The National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) was designated the lead gov-
ernment agency for the Philippine Council for Sustainable Development (PCSD). The fact that 
PCSD Secretariat is located in the NEDA premises and that national planning in the Philippines 
has a high component of multi-sectoral integration, has facilitated the work of the PCSD to in-
troduce the SD framework in national planning. 
 
In Morocco, through a national integration workshop, key recommendations from each of the 
sectoral workshops were brought together to produce a cohesive, integrated Environmental Ac-
tion Plan (PANE). In turn, this plan was then linked through cross-sectoral action areas with 
Morocco’s three other national development plans: the Economic and Social Development Plan 
(1999–2003) (PDES); the Plan to Combat Desertification (PAN/LCD); and the Land  Manage-
ment Plan (SNAT).  
 
As previously mentioned, Germany’s national SD strategy established crosscutting themes to 
guide measures. Other examples are PRSPs and national environmental strategies which help 
mitigate the silo approach (e.g., Cameroon, Madagascar, South Korea). In Canada, the federal 
government established crosscutting themes to help make departmental SD strategies more cohe-



sive. Additionally, many countries have articulated cross-cutting issues and action plans such as 
climate change action plans, organic farming action plans or land-use reduction plans. Denmark 
has a tradition in this regard. Action plans are also a commonly used tool at the European level, 
especially at present under the framework of the 6th Environmental Action Programme, where 
seven thematic strategies are developed.  
 
Finally, Green Cabinets are also a tool for helping to co-ordinate with other national strategy 
processes. Germany and the U.K. are examples of this, where Cabinet Committees have been set 
up to coordinate the overall process of strategy development. In Germany, the Green Cabinet 
consists of nine state-secretaries and is chaired by the head of the Chancellors office. The Cabinet 
shall co-ordinate all departmental policy initiatives regarding sustainability issues and works on 
sector-spanning political strategies for SD. It is also responsible for bringing forward new pro-
posals for implementation projects of the NSDS. 
 
4.3 CO-ORDINATION WITH OTHER LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT 
 
Some countries have co-ordinated national and local level SD action through local Agenda 21 
processes. Our analysis in this regard implies only that SD action occurred, and did not study the 
degree to which specific SD objectives and actions were co-ordinated at the two levels. Among 
these countries are Denmark, South Korea, China and Costa Rica.  
 
For example, in Denmark there is a plan that most municipalities in Denmark will develop a local 
strategy and a local set of indicators within one year—and 70 per cent of municipalities are suc-
ceeding. These strategies promoted the spreading of the idea of sustainable development in the 
general public. In South Korea, 213 out of 249 regional government units have adopted a Local 
Agenda 21. One important reason for this was the reform of regional government in 1995 that 
gave local governments greater regulatory power, for example, in the area of air quality standards. 
South Korea’s National Action Plan of Agenda 21 fostered local Agenda 21s through financial 
and capacity support. The government also helped establish the Korean Council for Local Agenda 21 
in June 2000 to better co-ordinate the implementation process. 
 
Many of the countries studied also made links between national SD and international SD priori-
ties. National objectives dealing with climate change mitigation and adaptation are an example of 
this. However, the Swedish case study introduced an innovative way of linking Government op-
erations with the aim of contributing to fair and sustainable global development. Trade, agricul-
ture, security, migration, environmental and economic policies are to promote global develop-
ment. A poverty and human rights perspective shall permeate the entire policy. With this bill, the 
Government has reformulated its policy in order to contribute more forcefully to the fulfilment 
of the UN objectives. The overriding goal is to abolish world poverty. An intermediate goal is to 
halve world poverty by the year 2015.  

5 MANAGING PARTICIPATION AND CONSULTATION 
 
Another possibility to enhance the capacity for coordination is by making intelligent use of par-
ticipation and consultation of stakeholders. This might not only improve the information basis 
for governmental action, but it might also help to break up existing closed networks and force 
civil servants to think outside the box. Participation that falls shy on obtaining feedback from 
stakeholders is an indicator that the Government is taking the SD process not very seriously. 
Participation needs effective management to be of value for governmental decision-makers. It 
also needs building of trust to allow for dialogue and learning among stakeholders. Challenges 
thus include 1) the institutionalisation of participation and 2) the building of trust.  
 



Findings of our cross-country comparison can be summarized as follows: 

1. regarding the institutionalisation of participation, a wide range of approaches were pursued in 
the 19 countries. We distinguish 1) national councils for SD, 2) cross-sectoral councils, 
and 3) independent advisory bodies, but also 4) broad consultation via the Internet.  

2. regarding the building of trust, equal treatment of all major societal groups during the selec-
tion of representatives in advisory bodies is a necessary prerequisite. 

 
Institutionalisation of participation. Five of the countries studied have created a permanent multi-
stakeholder council for SD: the Philippines, Mexico, South Korea, Brazil and Germany. These 
councils have most notably tried to facilitate social dialogue, support initiatives and link them 
with the national level. For example, the Philippine Council for SD (PCSD) has been supporting 
local initiatives on the creation of local councils for SD through technical assistance and trainings. 
To date, 16 local units have already been established, 11 of which are at the regional level, four at 
the provincial level and one at the municipal level. The German Council for Sustainable Devel-
opment (RNE) has published several expert opinions on the elaboration and evaluation of long-
term objectives and indicators for Sustainable Development and has assumed a central role in 
public debates on SD. 
 
Countries which have pursued cross-sectoral SD strategy approaches have in place or have pro-
posed permanent participatory bodies. These countries include Cameroon for the PRSP process 
or Madagascar and South Korea for national environmental strategy processes. Cameroon’s pro-
posed National Poverty Reduction Network is an innovative example due to its wide scope of respon-
sibility. The NPRN shall act as a forum for sharing experiences and exchanging data among 
groups and as well as a framework for societal supervision of all activities undertaken to imple-
ment the PRS. After a testing phase under the help of UNEP, the NPRN will be open to all de-
velopment players and facilitate a partnership between civil society and Government.  
 
The UK is an interesting example for independent advisory bodies designed to provide expert 
advice. The Sustainable Development Commission was established as an independent advisory 
body in 2000. It includes 22 members from business, NGOs, local and regional government and 
academia. The Commission’s role is to “advocate sustainable development across all sectors in 
the U.K., review progress towards it, and build consensus on the actions needed if further pro-
gress is to be achieved” (U.K. Government 2004). 

Canada, Denmark, Morocco, Poland, Sweden and Switzerland have used a more ad hoc ap-
proach. For example, for Canada’s 25 departmental SD strategies, each department consults its 
stakeholders in the development of the strategies and documents the input that was received and 
how it was taken into account in the SD strategy. In Sweden, a series of national seminars and 
regional consultative conferences were used in the development of their SD strategy. 
 
Table 7: Participation Challenges, Tools and Innovations 

 
Source: Swanson et al. 2004 
 



Building of trust. A good example for the creation of trust among all stakeholders was witnessed in 
the Philippines. The Philippine Council for SD started out in a general atmosphere of suspicion 
and even mistrust, fostered by years of authoritarian rule, between the government and the civil 
society members, especially over the selection of NGO-representatives (Isberto 1998, NCSD 
2001a). Since then, a formal process for selection of PCSD representatives has been developed in 
the civil society community. Although dissatisfaction with the process continues to be expressed, 
the process has helped in minimizing conflicts and distraction (NCSD 2001a).  
 
Mexico has experience with such a formal process of selecting representatives through its Na-
tional Consultative Council for Sustainable Development and its membership process. The Council was 
originally created in 1995 and members were sought through a summons published in newspa-
pers, as well as posters and promotional pamphlets distributed among various public and private 
organizations. In September 1998, a new summons was published in order to re-elect 50 per cent 
of the representatives in the social, business, academic and non-governmental sectors. 
 
Considering negotiation and conflict management as an integral part of the development of the na-
tional SD strategy is another important approach for building trust. The Brazil case study demon-
strated the importance of conflict management. Conflict management was addressed in a forthright 
manner throughout the development of the Brazilian Agenda 21. The Brazilian Agenda 21 recom-
mended that short- and long-term negotiations be conducted, so that there can be a balance between 
the Agenda’s objectives and the environmental, economic and social development strategies. These 
kinds of negotiations were a part of the consultation and development process, with the hope of secur-
ing more effective implementation. But the skills involved in this process must be present in all stake-
holder groups, otherwise the process can readily identify power differences and breed mistrust. The 
Costa Rica case studied illustrated the importance that Local Agenda 21 efforts be accompanied by the 
development of community building and negotiation skills at the local level. Without such capacity, 
there is the potential for the process to be unnecessarily divisive. 

6 CONCLUSIONS 
 
Research for the 19 countries illustrated that many innovative approaches and tools have been 
developed and applied over the past decade, both pre- and post-WSSD. Nations are, however, 
only at the early stages of learning about the strategic management of national SD efforts. From 
our analysis of 19 countries we conclude that no country is acting truly strategically in their na-
tional SD efforts.  
 
Many challenges remain in the cycle of strategic management: there is seldom a strong political 
commitment to the SD process; quite often the SDS do not follow an integrated framework of 
goals, objectives and measures; new institutions are founded but often have no appropriate staff-
ing, resources and power; there is a large mismatch between talk and action and central budgets 
have remained largely untouched up to now. Many of the strategies serve partly as a means of 
post-rationalizing the mix of policy initiatives that have already been created from other existing 
political and institutional processes. 
 
Thus, in the short term, a national strategy document is not simply the solution to all that ails us. 
Strategic behavior as demanded by the public policy literature finds its restriction in the politics 
of bureaucratic interest negotiation within government. Success depends on a country’s ability to 
identify leverage points for influencing SD, to identify emerging issues and to continuously learn 
and adapt to changes. Getting the process right is critically important over the medium to long 
term. There is no single recipe – each country has to evolve toward strategic action that is worka-
ble given it political and historical context. This requires stronger political commitment and a 
better coordination. Strategy processes need better ownership, commitment and a better com-
mon understanding among all levels of government. One approach to catalyze better efforts for 



sustainable development within government is through strengthening central coordination, 
probably best through allocating relevant competencies at the Prime Ministers or Presidents Of-
fice, and through a more systematic use of integrated assessments and indicators. Strategies need, 
however, also to be manageable, which requires a concentration on the most urgent pressing 
problems. Another core area for action is increasing transparency and accountability through 
reporting obligations, external auditing, tailored consultation. Specific coordination challenges 
relate to a strengthening of coordination with the budget, i.e. through spending reviews and an-
nual green budgeting reports, and a strengthening of  coordination among all levels of govern-
ment. 
 
The institutional fabric - despite all individual progress – remains rather thin from an overall per-
spective. This confirms the premises from the public policy literature that learning leads in most 
cases only to changes in minor aspects of policies. A comparison with the rich institutional land-
scape that we find for economic development and cooperation, i.e. that is much richer in terms 
of actors, rules, sanctions, inventories set of activities and political leverage, demonstrates best 
the magnitude of the challenge that countries worldwide are still facing in establishing a sound 
institutional landscape for Sustainable Development.  
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