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FOREWORD 

The present report represents an important update of the ongoing research at ProSus on 
Local Agenda 21 in Norway and the Nordic region. ProSus, and its predecessor the “Project  
for Alternative Future”, have been engaged in active evaluation research on Local Agenda 21 
since 1995. The most comprehensive initiative in this area was the “concerted action” 
SUSCOM: a status-report and analysis of LA21 activity in 12 European countries financed by 
the European Commission and conducted for 12 European countries between 1997 and 
1999.1 

As the title of the report indicates, the focus here is two-fold: 1) national strategies for the 
implementation of LA21, and 2) the status of the local implementation of Agenda 21 in the 
Nordic region. Part I of the report is based on the work of Ingrid Thorsen Norland (ProSus) 
and Frans Coenen (CSTM, University of Twente), with supplementary material provided for 
Iceland by Stefán Gíslason. Part II is based on recent national surveys of LA21 in all the 
Nordic countries. The national surveys in Finland, Norway and Iceland were carried out in 
January/February 2002 by ProSus in close cooperation with the national LA21 coordinator 
Stefán Gíslason, Iceland, and Research Fellow Marko Joas of the Åbo Academy in Finland.  
Solveig Torjussen played a major role in conducting the survey for ProSus. The survey 
protocol has also been coordinated with ongoing national surveys of LA21 in both Sweden 
(Edström and Eckerberg 2002) and Denmark (Miljøministeriet 2001), so as to ensure 
comparability of survey results across countries and thereby the achievement of status 
results on LA21 in the Nordic region as a whole.  

The current project has operated under the acronym SUSNORD (Sustainable Cities and 
Municipalities in the Nordic Region: Global Initiatives, Local Models and Regional Integration) 
with supplemental support for the surveys in Norway, Finland and Iceland provided by the 
Nordic Council of Ministers. The overall aim of the SUSNORD project has been to establish 
and strengthen networks for the exchange of knowledge and experience within the field of 
sustainable development and LA21 in the Nordic and Baltic regions. The project confirms 
that LA21 processes at the municipal level in the Nordic countries can be characterised as 
world leading; while in the Baltic countries, the interest for the establishing of LA21 as the 
guiding principle for local environmental policy and development of local democracy is also 
increasing, largely influenced by contacts and cooperation with Nordic communities. The 
actual implementation process has, however, not yet evolved to the activity level of the 
Nordic municipalities. The project indicates that there is a strong potential for mutual 
influence between the two regions: with positive experience on LA21 being communicated 
from the Nordic to the Baltic countries, and with Baltic experience in turn enriching the 
cultural and economic diversity of possible regional models. 

As part of the SUSNORD project, a “dialogue conference” on the implementation of LA21 
in the Nordic and Baltic regions was held in Helsinki, Finland, 14 – 17 March 2002 (see 
Appendix 2), with the purpose of discussing the Nordic and Baltic experiences across 
stakeholder groups. Also, the Nordic Council of Ministers’ strategy for sustainable 

                                                 
1 Sponsored by the Programme for Environment and Climate within DGXII of the European Commission. See also 
“Appendix 2” for more information on the project.  
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development: “Sustainable Development – New Bearings for the Nordic Countries”2, was 
presented for critical discussion by the Finnish Environment Counsellor for Sustainable 
Development, Sauli Rouhinen. The major conclusions of the Helsinki Dialogue Conference 
will be presented together with this report to the Nordic Council of Ministers at a special 
“Seminar on Sustainable Development” to be held in Copenhagen on January 14-15, 2003, 
and will contribute to the ongoing evaluation process and follow-up of the Nordic Strategy for 
Sustainable Development.  

 
 
 
 
 

Oslo, January 2003 
 
 

William M. Lafferty 
Director ProSus 

                                                 
2 “Bæredygtig udvikling – En ny kurs for Norden”, Nordisk Ministerråd. TemaNord 2001:505.  
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INTRODUCTION 

‘Local Agenda 21’ refers to Chapter 28 of the ‘action plan for sustainable development’ 
adopted at the UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), in Rio 1992; 
Agenda 21. While Agenda 21 addresses national governments, Chapter 28 is devoted to 
local political authorities and represents a simple appeal for them to engage in a dialogue 
with members of their constituencies regarding sustainable development. Agenda 21 thereby 
argues the importance of local authorities’ efforts to implement the action plan developing 
from the Brundtland Report - “Our Common Future” (1987). As the level of governance 
closest to the people, local authorities “play a vital role in educating, mobilizing and 
responding to the public to promote sustainable development” (Agenda 21, para.28.1). 
Although being one of the shortest chapters of Agenda 21, “Local Agenda 21” (LA21) is 
arguably one of the most successful follow-ups of UNCED. Also, the LA21 implementation 
processes at the municipal level in the Nordic countries can be characterised as world 
leading.  

During the SUSCOM project, national differences concerning both the timing and breadth 
of LA21 activities in the different Nordic countries were identified (Eckerberg et al. 1999:243-
244). Using the characteristics of the former project; Sweden is labelled “early and many”, 
while Norway, Denmark and Finland – all represent “later and many”. Characterising Iceland 
by the same parameters, we might label the country as “latest and few”, as will be highlighted 
in this report. Although the timing and breadth of the processes should not be presented as 
primary explanatory factors, the ‘history’ of the national efforts for the support of LA21 is most 
certainly decisive for the current status, both regarding the breadth and the focus of the 
municipal Agenda 21 processes.  

Part I – National Strategies for Local Agenda 21 – outlines the characteristics of the 
national authorities’ strategy for the support of municipal implementation of LA21. Making use 
of the same ‘protocol’, the aspects of national organisation, policy guidelines, funding of LA21 
activities and the development of a national strategy for sustainable development in the run-
up to the UN World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD, Johannesburg, Sept 
2002), are presented for the five Nordic countries. For the purpose of comparison, in 
Appendix 1, we present a report on the national authorities of the Netherlands’ efforts to 
promote and support the local implementation of Agenda 21, based on the same protocol as 
the national reports of Part I.  

Part II – Local Status of Agenda 21 – presents the results of the five Nordic national 
surveys in a comparative perspective. A range of key questions related to the LA21 
implementation processes are highlighted; e.g. how many municipalities are engaged in 
LA21 activities today, how is the local political interest for LA21 today, and which 
environmental issues are included in the local processes? Although we are not able to 
present a national status for all Nordic countries highlighting all issues, we try to discuss the 
national differences in a comparative perspective as well as in the context of the national 
strategies for the supportive efforts in this area of concern.  

In summary, the report is concluded by our overall comments on the major findings in Part 
I and II, highlighting the connections between the two parts and the prospects for future 
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progress of the municipal efforts for sustainable development in the Nordic countries, within 
the framework of “Local Agenda 21”.  
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1 PART I – NATIONAL STRATEGIES FOR LOCAL 
AGENDA 21 

1.1 Sweden  
Sweden has been classified as a “front-runner” in Europe, when it comes to both timing 

and breadth of LA21 activity (Eckerberg et.al 1999:245). In 1995, approximately half of the 
local authorities had appointed a LA21 coordinator, full-time or part-time, and in 1997 this 
had increased to more than 70 per cent of the municipalities. At the end of 1998, 56 per 
cent of the municipalities reported that they had developed and adopted Local Agenda 21 
Plans (Eckerberg 2001:6; Eckerberg 1999:13; Eckerberg and Brundin 1999:7).  

According to Eckerberg (1999:13), the national support in the form of campaigns, 
finance and coordination has been an important factor for the tremendous development of 
the implementation of LA21 in Sweden. As early as in 1996, Agenda 21 had become a 
prominent political issue at the national level. Emphasis on national funding of LA21 
activities is a distinct characteristic of the Swedish strategy for the implementation process. 
Until 1997, grants were channelled via the Ministry of the Environment or the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency. Since then, the financial incentives for municipal action 
have increased markedly, through the government’s funding programme for local initiatives 
for ecological sustainability - Local Investment Programme (LIP). The LA21 focus is only 
one of a range of criteria for the funding, as it is part of the Social Democratic Government’s 
broader programme to build a “Sustainable Sweden” (Eckerberg and Brundin 2000:75). 
1997 might today appear as a turning point in the Swedish implementation of LA21, when 
winding up the general funding arrangements for local initiatives, and emphasising more 
technical and traditional aspects of the ecological sustainability perspective. The level of 
available resources does however vary greatly from region to region, creating a gap 
between the ‘pioneers’ and the municipalities reducing the effort within this area. Around 
one third of the municipalities have actually scaled down their Local Agenda 21 activities 
since the mid-1990s (SMoE 2001b:11).  

1.1.1 Organisation at the national level of governance 

As a direct response to the outcome of the UNCED process, in 1992, the Swedish 
Government arranged a follow-up conference to discuss the next steps for Sweden. A small 
report called “Our task post-Rio” (Eckerberg 1999:16) was produced, providing important 
inspiration for many organisations as well as for the government itself. At this stage, the 
government was already designating the municipalities as the key actor for the 
implementation of Agenda 21, in partnership with local stakeholders and the citizens in 
general (Eckerberg and Brundin 1999:6). By spring 1993, a range of regional conferences 
for municipalities and local stakeholders, organised by the Swedish Ministry of the 
Environment (SMoE), the Swedish Association for Local Authorities (SALA) and the 
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA), were focusing on the development of 
local action programmes. Through this work, the three organisations defined their position 
as the major facilitators for the municipal LA21 work.  
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Two years after Rio, in 1994, the Parliament adopted the first national programme in the 
area of sustainable development, more precisely on “the implementation of the decisions at 
the UN conference on environment and development” (Government Bill 1993/94:111, in 
Eckerberg 1999:16). SMoE then published a guide to LA21, emphasising possible 
strategies for sustainability in the local context as a follow-up to this national programme. 
The importance of the local authorities’ effort in the implementation of the outcome of the 
UNCED process was also emphasised by the NGOs and SALA, as well as by the 
Environmental Advisory Council of the national government.  

Organisation 
In the run-up to the two UN Summits in the wake of Rio, in 1997 (UNGASS) and 2002 

(WSSD), the Swedish Government established a National Committee for Agenda 21 with 
the task of developing the basis for the Swedish national reports for the international 
summits. The first National Committee on Agenda 21 (1995-1997) also initiated and 
supported financially several roundtable meetings at the regional level and within different 
sectors, with the purpose of identifying implementation gaps (Eckerberg et.al 1998:51), 
including the national ‘summing-up’ meeting - Agenda 21 Forum – in 1996. In addition to 
public and private organisations at both national and local levels, prominent persons such 
as the Swedish King, the Speaker of the Parliament and the Minister of Environment and 
Swedish businessmen also attended, turning the meeting into a considerable boost for 
Agenda 21 on the national political agenda. 

The second committee (established in 2000) also included the perspectives of the UN 
Habitat Agenda, and thereby the task of preparing the national report for the Habitat II +5 
Conference (2001). The Committee, consisting of representatives from all parties in the 
Parliament, was to coordinate and develop the local implementation of Agenda 21, as well 
as the Habitat Agenda that emphasises sustainable development of cities and built-up 
areas (Agenda 21 Forum 2001b). Experts from all ministries are appointed to be affiliated 
with the Committee, in addition to an external group of experts including representatives 
from regional and local authorities, NGOs, youth organisations, SALA, labour associations 
and both the corporate and academic community (Agenda 21 Forum 2001a). Today, the 
administrative Agenda 21 and Habitat unit is located within the Division for Sustainable 
Development in SMoE, a division responsible for the “coordination of the Government’s 
efforts to achieve sustainable development” (SMoE 2000b:2). 

Since 1995, the Committee’s function was replaced by a National Coordinator for Local 
Agenda 21 only in the period 1998-2000. The continuity was however ensured by 
appointing the Committee’s previous chairperson as the new national coordinator, and his 
main assignment was to deepen and develop the implementation of Agenda 21 at the local 
level (Eckerberg 1999:17; Eckerberg and Brundin 2000:23). The coordinator was required 
to hold an active dialogue with the municipalities and other local bodies within the area of 
Agenda 21, and be a channel for the mediation of feed-back to the national coordinating 
Agenda 21 bodies. He should also strengthen the mediation of information and experience 
connected to the methodology between the municipalities (Kommittédirektiv, Dir 2000:48). 
As part of this work, a second national ‘Agenda 21 Forum’ took place in 1998, once again 
creating a meeting place for state agencies, municipalities, industry and NGOs operating 
within the field of LA21. 
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Information 
The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) (est. 1967) has been pivotal in 

developing environmental legislation and policy change (Eckerberg 1999:14). Since the 
mid-90s, SEPA has distributed a wealth of information to the municipal level concerning 
Agenda 21 and environmental goals and strategies in general (Eckerberg et.al 1998:51). It 
has become an important ‘knowledge bank’, both for the local authorities and for other 
actors in the field of LA21, as well as providing reports for the government regarding the 
ongoing work with respect to Agenda 21 and sustainable development. The National 
Committee for Agenda 21 has also contributed to the distribution of information in this area, 
not least through their well-developed web-site. 

Both the National Committee for Agenda 21 and SEPA take part in the Association for 
Agenda 21 and Sustainable Development3, which is a network for different sectors of 
society at the national level, including the Swedish Association of Local Authorities (SALA) 
(Eckerberg and Brundin 2000:24). The Association for Agenda 21 and Sustainable 
Development runs a web-portal for Agenda 21 information (Agenda 21 Forum4), functioning 
as an ‘ideas bank’ with information on projects and ‘best practices’, as well as a forum for 
the direct exchange of information and experiences. The Association has been central in 
the organisation of the initially mentioned national roundtable meetings and forums on 
Agenda 21.  

Towards a Sustainable Sweden 
In January 1997, a Commission on Sustainable Development was appointed by the 

government, consisting of five ministers representing the sectors of environment, education, 
employment, agriculture and finance, but also selected on the basis of their youth and 
gender (Eckerberg 2000:223). Soon after, the Commission presented the government’s 
plan to form a Sustainable Sweden – the Ecological Sustainability Action Programme of 
1997, in parallel with the launching of the new Local Investment Programme with a total of 
more than SEK 7.200 million for the period 1988-2001. The Ecological Sustainability Action 
Programme of 1997 was introduced to structure the national efforts in this area, 
emphasising the ministries’ responsibility for progress towards ecological sustainability. In 
1999, it was expanded by placing greater emphasis on inter-ministerial efforts. Annual 
government communications provided the Parliament with reports on the progress made 
with regard to the Action Programme.  

The follow-up report of 2001 is however put forward as the final report on this action 
programme. From 2002, the government will report on the progress made on the newly 
adopted fifteen national environmental quality objectives (April 1999), which relate both to 
human health and the natural environment (SMoE 1999). The Swedish Environmental 
Objectives – Interim Targets and Action Strategies (Government Bill 2000/01:130) puts 
forward the objectives supported by means of examples of the environmental quality that 
could be achieved within a generation, as well as proposing 60 interim targets for fourteen 
out of the fifteen objectives. The latter objective, the reduction of climate emissions, is being 
treated in a separate government bill. In general, the objectives emphasise the ecological 
dimension of sustainable development, establishing targets for traditional environmental 
fields of concern, such as forest, sea, air and costal zones.  
                                                 
3 Föreningen för Agenda 21 och hållbar utveckling. 
4 http://www.agenda21forum.org/index.html  
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The Local Investment Programme (LIP) has the objective of generating investment 
programmes at the municipal level, and it was initially launched to help address two 
problems: the environment and unemployment. In 1996-1997, Sweden experienced high 
unemployment rates, but LIP was also a response to the criticism from the municipalities 
that inadequate financial resources had been provided from the national to the local level to 
strengthen the local sustainable development initiatives. LIP would emphasise the support 
of projects towards reduced pollution of the environment, more effective use of energy and 
natural resources, increased use of renewable raw materials and increased recycling, in 
addition to more jobs. The selection of projects to be financed is made directly by the 
Division for Sustainable Development through SMoE (Eckerberg 2001:19), while the 
Commission for Sustainable Development was discontinued in 1998, following the 
elections.  

1.1.2 Grants and funding of LA21 activity 

The introduction of the Local Investment Programme in 1997 might today indicate a 
turning point in the local efforts for sustainable development within the framework of LA21. 
However, the consequences of the programme vary. By 1997, the national strategy for the 
implementation of LA21 in Sweden clearly emphasised financial support of local initiatives 
and projects. During the 1990s, a whole range of national arrangements for grants and 
funding of local initiatives have been introduced, as well as concluded. In 1994, two funding 
programmes with direct reference to LA21 existed, both within the SMoE and SEPA. SEK 
100 million was allocated to local government and local businesses for 30 per cent of their 
costs for projects towards ecological sustainable development (Eckerberg 2001:20; 
Eckerberg and Brundin 2000:24; SMoE 2001b), by SEPA. The Parliament decided to 
stimulate the ongoing Local Agenda 21 work also by establishing an annual grant 
arrangement within the SMoE for municipalities and NGOs operating in this field. In the 
period 1994-1996, almost SEK 25 million was granted to a total of 135 projects 
(Naturvårdsverket 1997b). Projects in the field of traffic, energy, nature protection and 
chemicals were prioritised, and even regional authorities and NGOs were provided with 
funding. The degree of LA21 focus varied, with projects ranging from waste treatment and 
nature conservation to action directed towards increasing knowledge and awareness of 
Agenda 21 issues. Funding was also granted for the development of local action 
programmes for further Agenda 21 work (Eckerberg and Brundin 2000:25). The demand for 
funding was large, and around 600 applications were received each year.  

Replacing these arrangements, SEK 1 billion – the Recycling Billion Programme - was in 
1997 put forward as available funding for municipalities and NGOs (Naturvårdsverket 
1997b). Unfortunately, this programme never became a fruitful alternative, and after having 
allocated funds of 200 MSEK, the programme was stopped (SMoE 2001). Several 
investigations have been undertaken to determine where the money went but, according to 
Eckerberg (2001:19), the money is just gone!  

Local investment programmes 
The Commission on Sustainable Development’s initiation of LIP indicated a remarkable 

strengthening of the national efforts towards a Sustainable Sweden, an aim emphasised 
even at the political top level. The amount of money available for each municipality to 

16 



Part I – National strategies for Local Agenda 21 

receive is enormous, and a correspondingly large number of municipalities have applied for 
funding. In 1998, SEK 2.3 billion was allocated to 42 municipalities, SEK 1.4 billion to 47 
municipalities in 1999 (Eckerberg and Brundin 2000:25), and SEK 1.2 billion to 56 
municipalities in 2000 (Hållbara Sverige 2001). All Swedish municipalities have submitted 
applications and, by the end of 2001, as many as 146 out of a total of 288 municipalities 
had received funding (Edström and Eckerberg 2002). On average, the grants represent 
approximately 30 per cent of the investments. A holistic perspective is essential, and 
therefore local authorities have to be in charge of the development and implementation of 
the local investment programmes, independent of the constellation of partners.  

The Division for Sustainable Development and, since 2000 the Division for Local 
Investment Programmes within the Ministry of the Environment (SMoE 2000b) receive the 
applications, and, in addition, assumes the role of an advisory body during the development 
work. This central governmental unit controls the process through the time-consuming 
dialogue with the applicants, and finally decides which projects to fund. Being ultimately 
evaluated by the national government, and not SEPA, the application procedure might 
appear to be a supervised, limited and systematic translation of governmental 
environmental policy to local authorities (Bergström and Dobers 2000:177). It clearly 
represents a substantial strengthening of the government’s role in Sweden’s environmental 
administration, monitoring and nature conservation at the local level (Eckerberg 2001:19).  

The local investment programmes put forward in the applications should contain 
measures supporting an ecologically sustainable development that, in practice, means a 
reduction in environmental damage, increased re-use of resources and the use of 
renewable raw material, increased recycling and increased employment, rather than a 
much wider content of Agenda 21. Still, some direct connections are made to LA21 (in 
Eckerberg 2001:21):  

− “Local support is required in order for the ecological dimension within societal development to 
succeed” and “Local Agenda 21 work should be brought into the investment programme” 
(Government Bill 1997/98:1).  

− “The investment programme has a direct linkage to Local Agenda 21 work. Hereby a 
connection is made between the local level and national decision making within the Cabinet 
and the Parliament” (SOU 1997:105:11).  

The criteria of LA21 activity is considered during the evaluation process, and local 
investment programmes making connections to LA21 have been prioritised by the national 
allocation of funding (Engelmark 2001; Eckerberg 2001:21). The Swedish Centre for 
Ecological Sustainability (IEH)5, set up in June 1999, is to ensure the municipalities’ access 
to the relevant information necessary for developing high quality local investment 
programmes, and operates complementary to the LIP units in the SMoE and the 
government. The IEH emphasises the importance of an overriding idea or vision for the 
municipality, when advising municipalities in the process of developing programmes 
(Engelmark 2001). Local anchoring should also be ensured, maintaining the successful 
LA21 work, LIP might, however, indicate a change towards local projects based on an 
‘ecological modernisation’ perspective (Eckerberg 2001:22). Concerning local partnership 
and participation, industry and business are the dominant partners in the development of 
applications. Due to the necessity of creating new jobs, the local investment programmes 
                                                 
5 The organisation was renamed in 2000, changing from ‘Centrum för kunskap om ekologisk hallbarhet’ to ‘Statens 
Institut för Ecologisk Hållbarhet’.  
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have focused on the “hard” sectors, such as physical infrastructure and the construction 
sector, rather than local community or information/mobilisation projects (Eckerberg and 
Brundin 1999:21). 

1.1.3 Current trends and future prospects 

Four years after Rio, in 1996, the Swedish Prime Minister Göran Persson stated that the 
goal of the government’s policy was that “Sweden should be an international driving force 
and an international leader in the effort to create ecologically sustainable development” 
(SMoE 2000a:10). The term “ecological sustainability” focuses in particular on the 
ecological and environmental dimensions of sustainable development, and the Prime 
Minister’s statement captures a distinct character of the Swedish implementation of LA21. 
Agenda 21 is largely perceived as a renewal, and expansion, of the traditional 
environmental policy. Up until 1997, the Local Agenda 21 work in Sweden had been 
dominated by the ecological dimension. In their final report, the National Committee for 
Agenda 21 (SMoE 1997) acknowledges the need for a broader approach in the Swedish 
Agenda 21 work, but the ecological sustainable development approach is still emphasised 
in the recommendations for further efforts. According to the Committee, this is first of all a 
question of limiting the task in a reasonable way, and secondly one should build on the 
existing experiences at the municipal level.  

National strategy for sustainable development  
In March 2002, the Swedish Government presented its first National Sustainable 

Development Strategy, encompassing a more overall approach to the sustainable 
development principle. The ecological sustainability perspective is being expanded 
accordingly, encompassing environmental, as well as social/cultural and economic aspects 
of sustainable development. The strategy does not indicate any concrete initiatives for 
further support of municipal LA21 activities. It rather states that the National Committee 
should submit its final report within January 2003, including recommendations for a further 
national policy for Local Agenda 21.  

The Swedish Government has already responded to the challenges resulting from the 
WSSD in Johannesburg. The SMoE and a group of local and regional authorities6, in close 
cooperation with the National Committee for Agenda 21 and Habitat, will in November 2002 
hold a national follow-up conference, Swedish National Summary for the Johannesburg 
Summit, involving different stakeholders, sectors and authorities at all levels. The key aim of 
the conference is to form new goals for the future efforts in the area of sustainable 
development, at both national and local levels.  

However, local efforts within the area of climate are highlighted as the major task for 
local authorities in the future. Based on the experiences of LIP, the national government 
launched a second investment programme – Klimp – including funding for local climate 
investment programmes with the aim of reducing emissions of climate gases. Local 
investment programmes with an energy/climate approach have also been successful within 
LIP. In total SEK 900 million will be available for local climate investment programmes in the 
period 2002-2004, where SEK 500 million is transferred to Klimp from LIP, which will be 
continued until 2005 as planned. The Swedish climate strategy (Governmental Proposition 
                                                 
6 Västerås stad, Länsstyrelsen i Västmanland og Landstinget Västmanland. 
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2001/02:55) emphasises the importance of reducing a range of climate gasses, and the 
local programmes should therefore focus on decisions to support this, primarily within the 
areas of energy, transport and waste.  

A fading glory? 
It is unclear to what extent the recent efforts on broadening the scope of the Agenda 21 

follow-up will influence future municipal LA21 work. Today, most of the municipal 
environmental efforts are guided by the funding provided via local investment programmes 
(e.g. Eckerberg 2001), and Klimp will most likely be equally decisive for further municipal 
investments. As will be presented and further discussed in Part II, according to a recent 
national survey in Sweden (Edström and Eckerberg 2002:20), 70 per cent of the 
municipalities actually receiving funding from LIP find the investment programme important 
for the Local Agenda 21 process in a positive manner. At the same time, the municipalities 
realise a difference in approach between LIP and LA21, the former being more of a top-
down process while LA21 is seen more as a bottom-up driven process. This indicates that 
LIP has helped to maintain a high profile in LA21, although the focus of the local efforts has 
changed from a ‘soft’ sector to a more ‘technical’ sector approach.  

Another challenge in Swedish policy for municipal environmental efforts is the increasing 
division between municipalities receiving financial support and those not involved in local 
investment programmes. This also represents a more urban – rural pattern, due to the fact 
that the major part of the funding through LIP has been allocated to the more densely 
populated areas in Sweden. The more rural areas are under-represented (Engelmark 
2001), and both the environmental and employment effects are expected to be distributed 
accordingly.  

1.2 Finland 
The process of implementing LA21 in the Finnish municipalities has been slower and 

more diversified than it has been in other Nordic countries (Joas 2000:15). The LA21 
activities seem to have a more definite “bottom-up” character, which in this case means that 
several municipalities seem to have started LA21 processes on their own long before 
national organisations or governmental bodies began encouraging or supporting the Local 
Agenda 21 work. Until 1996, the level of LA21 activity remained low, but two years later over 
half the municipalities were implementing LA21 action programmes (Niemi-Iilathi 1999:35; 
Joas 2000:103).  

The economical conditions in Finland during the 90s can to some extent explain both the 
national and municipal response to the challenges put forward in Agenda 21. After the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Finland experienced a decline in GNP for four 
consecutive years. Unemployment rose, and the foundations of the welfare model were 
threatened. This affected the municipalities the most, and cutbacks made it necessary to 
focus on short term solutions in order to recover economic growth. Environmental issues 
were therefore not high up on local agendas. A change came by the latter part of the decade, 
and Finland has experienced an annual growth of around 5-6 per cent each year. This has 
resulted in a growing emphasis on LA21 at the municipal level. This latter trend should of 
course also be considered in relation to the overall implementation strategy at the national 
level.  
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1.2.1 Organisation at the national level of governance 

Organisation 
In the wake of Rio, two major courses of action were immediately instigated to meet the 

challenges of Agenda 217. Firstly in 1993, all documents relating to Agenda 21 were 
translated into Finnish. This was done strategically to increase the opportunities for NGOs, 
citizens, authorities at various levels and other stakeholders, to participate in discussions 
regarding, and the active promotion of, sustainable development (Niemi-Iilathi 1999:33). The 
document was distributed to over a thousand stakeholders including all the municipalities. 
From the beginning, the municipalities in particular were seen as important actors in 
promoting sustainability.  

Secondly, a Finnish National Commission on Sustainable Development (FNCSD) was 
established, initially for the period 1993-1997, but re-established with an extended mandate 
for the period 1998-2002 with a primary task to “promote and coordinate the implementation 
of sustainable development in Finland (…) [and] prepare Finland’s positions and national 
reports for CSD” (Miljöförvaltningen 2001). The members of the Commission represent a 
broad range of actors within the area of sustainable development in Finland. To provide 
political impetus on sustainable development issues, the Commission is chaired by the Prime 
Minister and co-chaired by the Minister of the Environment. In addition, the Minister for 
Foreign Affairs, the Minister of Social Affairs and Health, the Minister of Culture in the Ministry 
of Education, the Minister of Finance, and the Minister of Agriculture and Forestry are 
members of the commission. Furthermore, all sectors of Finnish society, i.e. Parliament, 
public administration including local authorities, commerce and industry, trade unions, the 
scientific community, NGOs, interest groups representing different sectors of society and the 
media, are represented in the commission. The commission has been given the highest 
political importance, and has had an important role in transforming the notion of sustainable 
development to a national policy strategy (Niemi-Iilathi 2001:45; Joas 2000:15). 

Until the establishment of the sub-committee “Local Section for Sustainable Development” 
in 1997, the Commission had not been very active regarding the implementation of Agenda 
21 at the local level. Even from the UNCED preparation period and towards UNGASS8 in 
1997, governmental policy in the area of Agenda 21/Sustainable Development has appeared 
to focus on the national level of governance and international cooperation (Niemi-Iilathi 
2001:4). The support and development of the local Agenda 21 processes were hereby put 
forward as one of five major tasks for the Commission for the period leading up to the WSSD 
in Johannesburg (Sept 2002). Consisting of fifteen members, representing eight cities, the 
Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities (AFLRA), the Finnish Ministry of the 
Environment (FMoE), the Ministry of the Interior, the Academy of Finland, regional councils 
and the environmental NGO “Natur och Miljö” (Niemi-Iilathi 1998:23), the committee was set 
up to coordinate the national initiative towards local sustainable development processes in 
Finland, and to be the link between the local level and national policy on sustainable 
development (Rouhinen 2000 [e-mail]). However, it has not been given the necessary 
financial support, and has thereby become merely a think-tank or discussion group for the 

                                                 
7 In 1987 a Finnish Commission on Environment and Development was formed with the purpose to assess the 
“Common Future Report” of the World Commission on Environment and Development (FMoE 2000), resulting in 
the Government Report “Sustainable Development and Finland” (1990).  
8 United Nations General Assembly Special Session on Sustainable Development (Rio+5). 
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question of LA21 (Joas 2000:15; Hakanen 2001). Today, it lacks an operative secretariat, 
limiting its capacity accordingly.  

The work of the Commission’s secretariat (within FMoE) still focuses on the regional and 
international efforts in the area of Agenda 21 and sustainable development. The involvement 
in Agenda 21 processes in the Baltic Sea Region and the Arctic Council are given priority, 
and the preparations for the WSSD have consumed much of the capacity of the secretariat 
(Hakanen 2001). 

Regional Environmental Centres 
The national government has initiated organisational changes for the support of more 

effective local environmental efforts. At the regional level, the Environmental Offices of the 
county administration and the Water and Environment District were as part of the 1995 
administrative reform merged into a joint Regional Environmental Centre in thirteen regions 
(Niemi-Iilathi 2001:45), often resulting in the establishment of “Environmental Houses” – 
where all regional environmental functions are located in the same building. The centres are 
responsible for environmental protection, land-use and nature conservation, landscape 
protection and biodiversity and protection of endangered species, as well as for the use and 
management of water resources (Niemi-Iilathi 1999:32). However, in the initial mandate of 
the centres, Agenda 21 and plans of action intended to implement it are not mentioned 
(Niemi-Iilathi 1998:20).  

Due to a previously earmarked national funding of the establishment of LA21 activities at 
the regional environmental centres, the centres actually strengthened their role as supportive 
actors for local sustainable development efforts. A few centres appointed LA21 contact 
persons, and centres compiled information on the status of the environment, making 
substantial data available to LA21 programmes. LA21-specific information has also been 
provided via their websites and publications/reports. Some centres have conducted surveys 
on the LA21 programmes, arranged joint seminars for the municipalities and engaged local 
schools. In general, the target groups of the centres’ LA21 events have been local politicians 
and officials, LA21 contact persons, as well as citizens (Niemi-Iilathi 2001:47). However, 
during the last few years, the Regional Environmental Centres’ efforts in the field of LA21 
seem to have decreased. The Regional Environmental Centres’ main focus is on the 
traditional environmental tasks within their mandate, mainly related to control, management 
and administration. While the centres received funding for the initialisation of their LA21 
engagement, such funding did not become part of any annual arrangement, and current 
LA21 efforts are therefore dependent upon there being sufficient interest at the individual 
centres. The level of activity therefore varies greatly between centres (Hakanen 2001). By 
virtue of being responsible for the allocation of grants from the European Structural Funds, 
the centres are involved in LA21 projects at the municipal level. However, this is only on a 
project to project basis and they have no responsibility for any overall coordination (Joas 
2001 [e-mail]).  

Sustainable Development in Strategies and Programmes 
The Finnish Government’s effort to implement Agenda 21 has concentrated on the 

development of a supporting framework for the implementation, especially emphasising the 
development of strategic documents and programmes regarding this issue. In the wake of 
the UNCED process, the newly established National Commission for Sustainable 
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Development started off with the development of a Finnish Agenda 21, Finnish Action for 
Sustainable Development. This is a summary of various measures to promote sustainable 
development over the period 1995-1997, both in Finland and within international cooperation. 
This action programme, following Agenda 21 chapter by chapter, is intended to be a frame of 
reference for activity planning at all levels. It defines the concept of sustainable development 
more precisely for that particular purpose, following the objectives, means and actions with 
which to implement it (Miljöförvaltningen 2001). In 1995, the FMoE presented an action 
programme for sustainable development; Environmental Programme 2005 (Niemi-Iilathi 
2001:47), which aimed at integrating environmental aspects into other policy areas.  

The third comprehensive document since Rio outlining national measures to be taken to 
promote sustainable development was adopted in 1998: the Finnish Government’s 
Programme for Sustainable Development, designed to promote ecological sustainability and 
the economic, social and cultural preconditions for achieving this end (FMoE 2000b:5). The 
programme, which is a Council of State Decision in Principle, was presented to the FNCSD 
for input from the different stakeholders represented in the commission. The programme 
draws on the content of a range of national reports and strategies in areas such as energy 
and climate, bio-diversity and environmental health (FMoE 2000b:7). It also defined the 
strategic objectives and lines of action for key sectors of sustainable development9.  

In general, the concept of sustainable development has been introduced into Finnish 
legislation in a rather comprehensive manner. The Building Act (1990), the Local 
Government Act (1994) and the Nature Protection Act (1996) all involve aspects of 
sustainable development. Several sector plans and programmes, which have been 
developed, implemented and followed-up in cooperation with the ministries, have also 
focused on sustainable development. This includes inter-ministerial cooperative efforts with 
cross-jurisdictional scopes (FMoE 2000b:7). More recently, the reformed Land Use and 
Building Act (2000) offers a new forum for local democracy in planning issues (Niemi-Iilathi 
2001:48), based on key aspects of LA21.  

Also, the FNCSD has invited and encouraged organisations representing different key 
actors and stakeholder groups to develop their own strategies and comprehensive 
programmes for sustainable development within their respective fields (Finnish Strategies 
and Programmes for Sustainable Development 1997), comprising AFLRA, the Confederation 
of Finnish Industry and Employers, the Federation of Finnish Commerce and Trade, and the 
Federation of Finnish Enterprises.  

Production and distribution of information on the state of the environment to the different 
stakeholders and citizens in general have also been important contributions to the 
implementation of Agenda 21. As early as in 1992, the first comprehensive evaluation of the 
state of the Finnish environment was published. Several books and guides have been 
published with the aim of informing all levels and sectors of society on the implementation of 
Agenda 21 (Niemi-Iilathi 1999:34). 

The development of sustainability indicators has more recently become an area of 
concern. Sustainability indicators adapted to Finnish conditions are being developed based 
on experiences from the testing of the CSD’s set of indicators, developed with the purpose of 
establishing a method for obtaining reliable, updated and useable information for the local 
implementation processes of the Agenda 21 (FMoE 2000a). A national working group - 

                                                 
9 Products, production and consumption; Energy economy; Regional structure, urban structure and transport; Rural 
areas and use of renewable resources; Research and education.  
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Indicator Network – prepares the National Set of Sustainable Development Indicators to 
monitor sustainable development in Finland. The set has been chosen according to national 
goals, targets, and priorities, e.g. the Government Programme for Sustainable Development. 
At the end of 1999, a complete set of indicators was published, with citizens and decision-
makers as the primary target groups.  

Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities 
While much of the government’s contribution to the building of LA21 implementation 

capacity in Finland has been in strengthening the normative and administrative basis for 
sustainable development, the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities (AFLRA) 
has been the key organisation directly involved in the municipal LA21 work. AFLRA has 
taken the main responsibility for the coordination of Local Agenda 21 work at the municipal 
level, and for the development of a nationwide effort within this field. The association 
operates mainly as a ’facilitator’, organising training events, producing and distributing 
information, and it has offered a telephone consultation service to their members (Niemi-
Iilathi1999:37).  

As early as in 1992-93, AFLRA was involved in the first pilot LA21 project at the municipal 
level (involving 14 municipalities), and in 1997-98 a second project involving 60 municipalities 
was launched. The aim of the projects, which were conducted in cooperation with the FMoE 
and the Ministry of the Interior, was to find means of promoting sustainable development 
locally and to obtain information on local solutions (AFLRA 1999). The projects also 
emphasised the development of local sustainable development programmes, and 
guidebooks for this development work have been published.  

As a basis for their LA21 activity, and on the request of FNCSD, in 1997, the organisation 
adopted a Strategy for Sustainable Development. The action programme outlines the 
sustainable development policy goals of AFLRA and the proposed courses of action for 
achieving those goals in near terms. It is based on a perception of the real potential of  the 
municipalities to influence the local development and solve their environmental problems. In 
the wake of the strategy, AFLRA has also published a manual for LA21 work at municipal 
level, to further support the development of Local Agenda 21 programmes. The creation of 
municipal networks to enable the local authorities to exchange information and share their 
experiences has been prioritised.  

1.2.2 Grants and funding of LA21 activity 

The state expenditure on environmental protection in general has increased markedly in 
Finland during the 1990s (Niemi-Iilathi 1999:34). The environmental subsidies to agriculture, 
which followed the Finnish EU membership in 1995, are a major part of this increase. 
However, with the exception of the funding of the LA21 effort at the Regional Environmental 
Centres in 1998, no funds have explicitly been allocated towards LA21 efforts. This is  
despite the fact that many of the smaller Finnish municipalities have received minimal 
resources, preventing an effective implementation of their Local Agenda 21 programmes 
during the early and mid 1990s. A survey conducted by the FNCSD secretariat in a series of 
ministries in 1998, shows that the ministries in general have not had any overall system for 
the coordination of funding for “sustainable development” projects at the local level (Reijonen 
2001 [e-mail]). Although no funds have been directly aimed at LA21 projects, the promotion 
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of sustainable development has often been a criterion for the allocation of ministerial funding 
for local projects in general. The earmarked grants for the Regional Environmental Centres, 
three years after their establishment, ensured the establishment of LA21-supportive activity. 
Ranging from FIM 20.000 to 50.000 for each Centre, this represented a total governmental 
expenditure of FIM 520.000. The Centres’ general funding is provided by the Ministry of the 
Environment and the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (Tolppanen 2000 [e-mail]).  

According to the FMoE, strategic decisions are made at the ministry level to allocate 
grants to programmes and projects which take a holistic and integrative approach to local 
development and where sustainable development is one horizontal approach to be taken into 
account in local and regional development projects (Keskinen 2001 [e-mail]). Much of this is 
“EU money” coming from Social Funds, Regional Funds, RTD Framework programmes, 
Interreg, Agricultural Funds, etc. Altogether, the Finnish Government will spend 
approximately 2 billion EURO on these programmes in the period 2000-2006.  

In the secretariat of FNCSD, approximately FIM 0.5 -1 million is currently available for the 
annual funding of projects in the area of LA21 (Rouhinen 2000 [e-mail]). This funding is not a 
regular or joint sum within the budget, but a rather fragmented funding from different policy 
areas. The secretariat has focused most of their grants towards processes strengthening the 
ongoing networking in the Baltic Sea Region as well as projects related to methodological 
development and other research projects.  

1.2.3 Current trends and future prospects 

An important effort to link the policy of sustainable development to existing societal 
functions was made in June 1998, when the Council of State in Finland adopted the Finnish 
Government’s Programme for Sustainable Development10. In contrast to other Nordic 
countries, Finland had thereby finalised a national strategy for sustainable development long 
before the obligation to the international community had to be met. The principle programme 
includes basic guidelines for governmantal policy for sustainable development, which seek to 
form the economic, social and cultural conditions for ecological sustainability. Also, the 
strategic goals for the different sectors and the strategy for implementation and follow-up of 
the programme are put forward in the document. Although the programme is general in 
nature, it includes concrete proposals for action. Certification of forests and the assessment 
of the climatic impacts of different energy policy scenarios are treated in the programme.  
The need for more collaboration with local authorities in the region on the issue of ecological 
land-use planning is emphasised, as is the need for a broadening of the interaction between 
the local authorities and the citizens. According to Niemi-Iilathi (2001:9), the programme 
gives the global dimension and the participatory aspect a normative frame in society. The 
basic guidelines of the national strategy are to be integrated into the existing administration 
and possibly into existing and future programmes, strategies and projects within the different 
sectors.  

The different sectors within the government were expected by FNCSD to present a 
statement on how the programme has been implemented in their respective areas of 
concern within summer 2001. Also, identified needs for adjustments in the strategy were to 
be reported. These responses, in addition to external stakeholders’ assessments of the 

                                                 
10 Regjeringens program för en hållbar utveckling. 
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process towards sustainable development in Finland, created the basis for the national report 
for WSSD.  

The overall Finnish strategy can be characterised as being indirect: the development of 
frameworks for action has been emphasised, as opposed to the support of the local 
implementation processes, e.g. by funding of LA21 activity. The central authorities have 
produced information on the environment, of which most is user-oriented, developed strategy 
programmes, and encouraged different stakeholders to do the same, and carried out an 
administrative reform with the purpose of strengthening the local and regional environmental 
management. As will be discussed in more detail in Part II, the future prospect of the Finnish 
implementation of LA21 is therefore in the hands of the municipalities themselves and their 
interest organisations, as it has been for most of the 1990s. There is no sign of a sudden 
strengthening of the national government’s policy on LA21, as national and international 
tasks are still dominating their agendas. This will most likely have an effect on the future 
development of municipal LA21 processes.  

1.3 Norway 
Due to an active Norwegian participation in the UN processes prior to the launching of 

Agenda 21, being an international promoter of sustainable development (Lafferty and 
Langhelle 1997:51), the expectations for the Norwegian follow-up of the Rio Declaration were 
high. The general trend of decentralisation from the end of the 80s has been that 
municipalities have been assigned a greater degree of self-determination with respect to the 
application of state rules, in addition to gaining more responsibility for cross-sectoral 
coordination, for instance with regard to local planning (Naustdalslid & Hovik 1994; Sverdrup 
1998b:’2’). The new Local Government Act (1993) also opened the municipalities’ possibility 
for choosing their organisational form themselves. At the same time, the Parliament passed a 
change in the objects clause of the law, by including the consideration of sustainable 
development (Aall 1997:172). These changes created a foundation for an administrative 
structure that could support a broad adaptation and implementation of the LA21 principles in 
Norway. On the contrary, this did not lead to an immediate prioritisation of the implementation 
of LA21 from the national level of governance.  

Norway might rightfully be characterised as a slow starter when it comes to the 
implementation of LA21, but moved relatively quickly on a broad front when the perspective 
finally was introduced to the environmental administration (Eckerberg et.al 1999). Until 1997, 
the Norwegian Ministry of the Environment (NMoE) was reluctant to admit that LA21 
represented anything other than what was involved in the 1992 national environmental 
programme, ‘Environmental Policy in the Municipality’ (EIM). Despite the fact that the national 
government did not introduce the concept of LA21 to the municipal environmental 
administration until June 1997 (White Paper no.58 1996/97), the parallel was drawn and the 
Norwegian report to UNGASS in 1997 emphasised the fact that all Norwegian municipalities 
were conducting some sort of LA21 work. Yet, the real starting point for LA21 in Norway was 
the major national LA21 conference in February 1998 - the Fredrikstad Conference. In 2000, 
almost 70 per cent of the Norwegian municipalities claimed that they had established some 
kind of LA21 activity, but only 5 per cent had developed their own LA21 plan (Bjørnæs and 
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Lafferty 2000). More than 60 per cent of the 434 municipalities have today signed the 
Fredrikstad Declaration11, committing them to start LA21 work.  

1.3.1 Organisation at the national level of governance 

In the wake of “Our Common Future” (1987) and Rio (1992), we can clearly identify two 
distinct periods of government reactions to the challenges put forward in Agenda 21 
regarding the local implementation (e.g. Aall 1999). The shift in national policy in the area of 
sustainable development and LA21 occurred in 1997.  

”LA21 is what we already do”  
As a response to the “Brundtland Report” - Our Common Future - Norway prepared and 

published a parliamentary White Paper (WP no.46:1988/89): Environment and Development 
Programme for Norway’s Follow-up of the Report of the World Commission on Environment 
and Development. The document is dominated by the national and international 
perspectives, and only five out of a total of 180 pages are dedicated to the discussion 
concerning environmental policy at the local level of governance (Aall 1997:170). However, 
the local authorities are faced with more explicitly stated expectations regarding their 
contributions, although their task is viewed mainly as one of implementing national 
environmental policy, particularly within the traditional municipal-technical areas such as 
water works, sewers, and refuse collection and disposal.  

A second parliamentary White Paper concerning sustainable development (WP no. 13: 
1992/93) was presented as the national follow-up to the UNCED process and Agenda 21. 
Although the Rio document emphasises the importance of the involvement of local 
authorities in the implementation process, WP no.13 does not explicitly focus on the local 
level. It rather states that “the Norwegian system of local master planning is in accordance 
with the recommendations in Agenda 21” (authors’ translation, Malvik 2000:57). The 
message from the national level is that “Local Agenda 21 is what we already do” (Hille et al. 
1995). Agenda 21 was not at any time translated into Norwegian, with the exception of 
Chapter 28 on Local Agenda 21.  

All in all, the Norwegian Government did not establish any strategy for the implementation 
of LA21 with this White Paper. More directly, a clear lack of response to the challenges in 
Chapter 28 of Agenda 21 was occurring, and different reasons for this have been identified. 
First and foremost, this was due to the then ongoing municipal environmental reform - 
“Environmental Policy in the Municipality” (EIM) (1992-1996), following the former EIM 
programme (1988-1992). The political consensus regarding the EIM programme was 
substantial. While the EIM programme involved 91 municipalities, the following EIM reform 
was to comprise all municipalities12. From 1988 to 1996, NOK 700 million was allocated by 
the national government for the funding of municipal environmental officers in all of the 435 
municipalities13 and the development of “Environmental and Natural Resource Plans” in the 
former pilot municipalities. This represented a radical decentralisation of tasks and an 
allocation of responsibility to the municipalities within the area of environmental management 
(Lafferty 1998:19). It also meant an overwhelmingly political institutionalisation of the 

                                                 
11 By September 2001; 262 municipalities. 
12 Presented in White Paper no.34 (1990-91). 
13 For municipalities with less than 3000 inhabitants, the offer was limited to a part-time position.  
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environmental tasks, by placing the responsibility for environmental issues in certain political 
and administrative bodies at the local level (Hovik og Johnsen 1994:89; Aall 2001:86).  

Secondly, the initiative behind LA21 came from abroad. Norway has always looked upon 
itself as a frontrunner internationally in regard to welfare, and a place where criticism and 
justice towards ‘the existing system’, concerning both structure and content, is a national 
internal affair. Norway does therefore not have the experience of adopting critical impulses 
and programmes from others (Lafferty et.al 1998:9).  

Although the EIM reform was defined as the Norwegian response to the concept of LA21 
by NMoE, the municipalities were not given sufficient means to develop their activity in regard 
to global environmental problems (Aall 1997:189). The links between international 
agreements and local action were few, although municipal councillors hesitated to take 
responsibility for national tasks founded on international environmental agreements. All in all, 
the Norwegian municipal environmental management lacked global perspectives (Sverdrup 
1998b:268) and the basic distributional aspects of LA21. The environmental plans developed 
during the EIM reform were lacking the long-term perspective (Hille et al. 1995) based on 
participation processes merely involving local government units (Hovik and Johnsen 1994). 
Environmental NGOs, other voluntary organisations and local business interests did not 
participate very actively and, although they could operate as providers of information, more 
extensive participation would be limited to specific projects. Despite this, the NMoE was not 
willing to make concessions to the substance of the criticism, since the ministry was truly 
convinced that LA21 actually was less important and less radical than the Norwegian reform 
(Lafferty et al. 1998). 

A national policy for LA21  
In the wake of the reform, Norway experienced a gradual change from a traditional 

perspective towards sustainable development and, more explicitly, an LA21 perspective on 
municipal environmental policy (Aall 1999:181). With the EIM reform coming to an end in 
1996, an opening for the strengthening of LA21 initiatives at the municipal level occurred. It 
seemed that the Labour Government and the NMoE could finally suggest new initiatives 
without discrediting earlier priorities. Towards the end of the year, both NMoE and NALRA 
were signalling that LA21 might become something more than the EIM reform (Aall 1998:98). 
NALRA also linked LA21 to their already existing issue of high priority: renewal of local 
democracy (Aall 1999:88). By establishing the necessary environmental administrative 
capacity, and placing environmental issues higher on the municipal agenda, the reform built 
a foundation for the forthcoming LA21. 

The parliamentary White Paper ‘Environmental Policy for a Sustainable Development’ 
(WP no. 58, 1996-97) presents a new national policy on local environmental policy. LA21 is 
to replace EIM as the heading for municipal environmental work. In addition to LA21, the 
paper indicates three target areas for municipal environmental policy; bio-diversity, the 
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and initiatives to limit emissions of environmentally 
harmful chemicals. Although three perspectives on sustainable development are presented, 
an ecological, a welfare and a generational perspective, the White Paper makes a 
reservation in regard to the distributional perspective by stating that the government only 
wants to clarify and elaborate the ecological perspective of the long-term programme (Aall 
1999:83). The ecological dimension of sustainable development is thereby emphasised. 
LA21 is also primarily to be understood as a planning process (Aall 2001:88) and 
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distributional aspects, for example, are deliberately not emphasised at the municipal level. 
Nevertheless, the NMoE is modest in making concrete demands on how the municipalities 
should develop their LA21 work.  

Organisation 
In 1997, a separate LA21 secretariat was established within the Ministry of the 

Environment (NMoE), located within the Division of Regional Planning, Land-use and Map 
Policy (PAK). A distinct characteristic of the Norwegian approach is the close partnership 
between the NMoE and the Norwegian Association of Local and Regional Authorities 
(NALRA), as well as the involvement of a handful of organisations and institutions operating 
in the field of LA21/sustainable development. In addition to the LA21 secretariat in the NMoE, 
including five full-time positions, earmarked government funding also allowed NALRA to set 
up a separate LA21 unit. The actors and organisations involved constituted, at an early 
stage, a National Resource Group on LA21: a forum with the objective of being an arena for 
discussions, as well as for the mediation and exchange of experiences between key LA21 
actors at the national level. The group was required to operate as a think-tank for the national 
government on issues related to the implementation of sustainable development (NALRA 
1998), in addition to being a key body for the distribution of knowledge and experience to 
other stakeholders and actors. Additional organisational, as well as policy efforts were 
presented in a separate Strategy Paper in 1997.  

A Strategy Paper  
The national strategy paper, developed by NMoE, stressed the importance of 

governmental coordination of the management strategies with the municipalities (NMoE 
1999a). By means of three central initiatives, later labelled the LA21 “Stimulation 
Programme”, the LA21 Secretariat was to support the establishment of LA21 on the political 
agenda at the municipal and county levels of governance (in Aall 1999:85):  

− the establishment of a regional network and stipulated national funds to finance regional (i.e. 
county) LA21 coordinators (nodes); 

− establish a national network for the dissemination of competence to municipalities and 
counties, e.g. by the means of websites; 

− the national LA21 secretariat should pass on the signals from the municipalities to the NMoE 
and other ministries in terms of needs for coordination of national framework conditions and 
management signals affecting the work in the municipalities for sustainable development.  

In the wake of White Paper no.58 (1996/97), NMoE and NALRA agreed to cooperate on 
the establishment of regional LA21 focus points at the county level (hereafter referred to as 
county nodes14). The main objective of the initiative was to put sustainable development and 
LA21 on the political agenda, by initiating and supporting the inclusion of these perspectives 
in municipal and county planning and other activities. The tasks of the county nodes were to 
support ongoing processes at both the municipal and county level for the implementation of 
LA21, stimulate to extensive cooperation between the different groups and organisations in 
the region involved in this work and support exchange of experience and learning between 
municipalities (NALRA 1998:5). The organisational forms diverged, due to different 
administrative traditions, as well as other differing regional conditions (NALRA 1999).  
                                                 
14 Knutepunkt. 
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The National LA21 Resource Group has been active in the development of a national 
Agenda 21 website (launched in 1998), with the purpose of making relevant information and 
knowledge easily accessible for actors with the objective of realising the goals of Local 
Agenda 21. The website has also been developed with the purpose of strengthening the 
contact and exchange of experiences between municipalities and counties, and to be able to 
mediate news with relevance for all actors in the field of LA21, including NGOs and the 
business sector. 

In the LA21 Strategy Paper, the LA21 Secretariat also emphasises the importance of 
strengthening NGOs’ resources in the field of LA21, as well as R&D activity within the area of 
LA21 in Norway (NMoE 1999a:10). Since 1997, a group of organisations and institutes has 
for this reason received national funding for their LA21 activity. This includes the Ideas Bank 
and their distribution of information regarding “best cases” of municipal LA21 projects, and 
the Environmental Home Guard, a national NGO focusing on household consumption and 
behaviour and sustainable development. The establishment of a division of labour between 
the different organisations has been emphasised by NMoE.  

Criteria for LA21 work  
On the request from NMoE and NALRA, a set of criteria for LA21 activity has been issued 

as guidelines for local authorities in their efforts to implement sustainable development, 
presented in 1999 - “Sustainable municipalities – Are we on the right track?” (NMoE/NALRA 
1999)15: 

1) A new dialogue: focusing on dialogue, visions and participation. 

2) Sustainable economy and resource management: focusing on a “lifecycle” economy approach 
and the integration of ecological aspects in existing management systems for planning and 
governance. 

3) Coordinated steering and performance monitoring: emphasising the often cross-sectoral 
nature of environmental problems. 

4) Global commitment: focusing on global distribution of goods and resources. 

Initially, the criteria were issued with a view to rewarding the best municipal LA21 
processes. Later, NALRA deemed this focus to be undesirable as it did not serve as an 
incentive for smaller municipalities to undertake LA21 projects. The criteria were then 
presented to all municipalities with the purpose of inspiring ideas for local action.  

In summary, the national strategy for the implementation of LA21 might seem to 
emphasise the importance of establishing local processes and dialogues, rather than 
enforcing certain areas of concern at the municipal level. “Local engagement might also 
contribute to increased realisation of environmental goals as well as goals in other areas” 
(NMoE 1999a:9, authors’ translation). As emphasised by NALRA, the introduction of the 
process principles of LA21 could also be supportive of the renewing of local democracy. This 
strategy has to a large extent enabled the municipalities to make priorities locally, and to 
integrate LA21 efforts in different municipal sectors. In terms of content, the municipalities’ 
efforts have very much functioned as mutual inspiration.  

                                                 
15 Developed by ProSus (Bjørnæs and Lafferty 1999), based on six defining principles developed within the 
European research project “Sustainable Communities in Europe” (SUSCOM) (Lafferty 1999). 
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1.3.2 Grants and funding of LA21 activity  

Available national funding for LA21 is in line with the overall strategy for the 
implementation of LA21. To a limited extent, funding has been provided for the supporting 
framework of the local activity. 

The arrangement of the county nodes was first set for the duration of three years (1999-
2001), with an initial phase starting in 1998. The level of national funding of the county nodes 
has been set each year by Parliament. Even if dissent within Parliament on this issue has 
been substantial, and nearly forced the arrangement to an end even before any effects could 
possibly be registered early in the project phase, the nodes were safeguarded financially until 
April 2002 (Jalling 2001). NMoE’s total funding of the county nodes will total about NOK 30 
million16.  

The funding of NGOs and research units concerned with LA21 issues started in 1997 with 
NOK 1.5 million to the Ideas Bank, thereafter to increase significantly and, as mentioned, to 
include a range of organisations. Since a key aspect of NMoE’s LA21 strategy has been to 
establish a network of organisations, both NGOs and research units with LA21 competence 
on a broad scale, funding has been provided to ensure the financial basis for their activity 
within this field. The funding of such organisations received about NOK 14.5 million in 2000 
(NMoE 2001).  

The Norwegian Government has been reluctant to establish financial arrangements for 
LA21 projects at municipal level. Since 1997, the annual funding available for local 
government to apply for has been marginal, representing approximately NOK 1-2 million 
annually. The funding has been administered by the different county nodes. Frequent 
requests for additional project funding have not been met by the government.  

1.3.3 Current trends and future prospects 

Since the introduction of the Local Government Act’s objects clause, stating that the 
municipality should operate within the frame of sustainable development, no initiative towards 
the development of a national Agenda 21 or strategy has been registered. Indeed, until 
today, the absence of such a discussion within the government is striking. In sharp contrast 
to the other Nordic countries, the Norwegian Country Profile Report for UNGASS (1997) 
does not emphasise the importance of a national strategy or other national coordinating 
initiatives supportive of the implementation of Agenda 21. It sees the importance of the 
participation and contribution of all citizens and interest groups in the implementation of 
Agenda 21, but not by the guidance of some sort of an overriding “National Agenda 21”.  

National strategy for sustainable development  
With the start of preparations for Rio+10, the dialogue concerning the fulfilment of the 

obligations undertaken both in 1992 and 1997 has finally established this issue on the 
national agenda. In 1999, a Government Report (NMoE 1999b:5.4) mentioned for the first 
time that experiences from the LA21 processes in the municipalities raise the question of the 
importance of an Agenda 21 at the national level, as part of the implementation of 
sustainable development. When in May 2001, the Labour Government initiated the 

                                                 
16 3 MNOK for the initial phase and 7.5 MNOK annually thereafter.  
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development of a national strategy for sustainable development, different Ministries were 
asked to contribute to the development process located in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

The Norwegian Government’s reluctance to strengthen the work on sustainable 
development in general is manifested in the ongoing work towards a national strategy for 
sustainable development, prepared within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, for the UN’s World 
Summit in Johannesburg. The process of “producing” a sustainable development strategy in 
time for the WSSD has been met with criticism for being a 'top-down', bureaucratic process, 
not building on the experiences made locally through Local Agenda 21, and it has not been 
given any significant political attention. External actors such as NGOs, local authorities and 
the business sector have only to a limited extent been invited to take part in the development 
process, most probably reducing the strategy’s legitimacy within these stakeholder groups, 
and finally, the 20-page strategy will not represent an action programme for sustainable 
development, but is said to basically stipulate a framework for decision-making for 
sustainable development in the future (Tallaksen 2001).  

Winding-up of LA21? 
As for the future prospects for the national effort in the field of LA21 in general, the signals 

vary. On the one hand, national authorities are encouraging local authorities to continue the 
seemingly successful work within the field of LA21. A second national event, gathering local 
authorities and stakeholders involved in LA21 work – the Synergy 21 Conference17 – was 
held in the autumn of 2001 as the major stimulus for the further implementation of LA21. On 
the other hand, the formal national support of the local efforts is being withdrawn. By 2002, 
the so-called “LA21 Stimulation Programme” will be phased out entirely. The LA21 
Secretariat within the Norwegian Ministry of the Environment has been closed down, while 
the positions have been transferred to the Natural Management Division of the NMoE, and 
future financial support for LA21 activities within key educating and research organisations is 
uncertain (Agenda 21 2001).  

1.4 Denmark 
Although Denmark was not among the forerunning countries in the first few years after 

Rio (Lafferty, 1999, Ministry of the Environment and Energy, Denmark 2000), it is currently at 
the forefront of LA21 implementation worldwide. The story of Denmark is one of considerable 
progress and relatively rapid development in the last five years; a story which still continues. 
The number of municipalities and counties actually involved in LA21 rose from 50 per cent in 
1996 to 69 per cent in 1998, and is still growing. The actual level of activity at both municipal 
and county level is increasing, also involving more partners and municipalities in the different 
activities.  

The specific characteristics of the Danish situation influenced LA21 implementation in 
Denmark. Firstly, Denmark had earlier implemented a sustainable development policy that 
was supported by a vast majority of the Danish population. Due to the fact that Denmark 
already had a highly developed environmental policy when the Rio meeting took place, only 
a few programmes can be said to originate from the Rio process. The obvious exceptions are 
Local Agenda 21, Strategic Environmental Planning and the Danish Environment and 

                                                 
17 Synergi 21; in Stavanger -14.-17. October 2001. 
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Disaster Relief Facility. In line with this first characteristic, LA21 in Denmark is building upon 
many years of environmental initiatives from municipalities, businesses, organisations and 
individual people. Many of these initiatives were later continued under the LA21 label. In the 
same way, the networks formed around these initiatives are an important basis for the 
subsequent initiation of LA21 projects in the municipalities.  

Although Denmark is a small country, it considers its position as a leading country in 
international environmental and sustainable development initiatives important (e.g. Auken 
1999). The World Summit on Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg in September 
2002, transpired during the Danish EU Presidency. Within these international initiatives, LA21 
is seen as an important and successful part of the implementation of Agenda 21.  

Finally, it may be that the most important feature of the Danish situation is that there is a 
relative national consensus on the content of Local Agenda 21 among the Danish key actors 
within the implementation of LA21. Although the Danish LA21 strategy chose from the 
beginning to let each municipality or county assess how their efforts accord with the 
standards of Agenda 21, the LA21 campaign also provided operational guidance in the form 
of recommended guidelines. In practice, this strategy has been successful. On the one hand, 
it allows municipalities to develop LA21 according to their own local circumstances. On the 
other it avoids the situation occurring in some countries in which all activity is considered to 
be LA21-action, as there is no national consensus on LA21.  

1.4.1 Organisation at the national level of governance 

Organisation 
Within the national government, the Spatial Planning Department (part of the Ministry of 

the Environment and Energy) has the organisational responsibility for LA21. Since 1994 
there has been a small organisational unit within the Spatial Planning Department concerned 
with diverse activities to promote Local Agenda 21: newsletters, brochures, lectures, 
demonstration projects, questionnaire surveys, conferences, cooperation with relevant 
national authorities and voluntary organisations and international contacts. 

The minister pointed out that LA21 was not a new type of plan but a process intended to 
improve existing planning. The aim of the Spatial Planning Department is to encourage LA21 
work to strengthen planning to promote sustainable development at different levels and in 
different sectors. Therefore LA21 has become increasingly integrated into the work of the 
Spatial Planning Department and the rest of the Ministry of the Environment and Energy 
(MEE). 

Other ministries have also got more involved in the past five years. The Minister of Social 
Affairs and the Minister of Housing are involved in the social dimensions of sustainable 
development, such as poverty and unemployment. The Minister of Social Affairs has called 
for local commitment from politicians and employees in the (local) social sectors to initiate 
coordinated socio-environmental LA21 action plans. Due to this, the (local) social sector has 
been more involved in LA21 projects that promote the improvement of the quality of life in 
residential areas.  

The MEE, the National Association of Danish Local Authorities (NADLA) and the 
Association of County Councils in Denmark are partners in the joint campaign for Local 
Agenda 21. In November 1994, the MEE and the chairmen of the municipal and regional 
organisations wrote to all county councils and local authorities asking them to start work on 
Local Agenda 21. This was more or less the formal start of LA21 (see below). 
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This joint letter also asked the counties and municipalities to designate a Local Agenda 21 
contact person. The approximately 200 contact people comprise a network for Local Agenda 
21. A contact group for strategy development and information exchange was established with 
NADLA, AF and representatives from capital municipalities. In Denmark, the NGOs were 
relatively late in becoming involved in LA21, but the cooperation between national 
government and NGOs on LA21 has been strengthened in recent years. A result of this 
cooperation was the issue of a brochure in 1998 entitled “A common effort – Local Agenda 
21”. This brochure was based on the cooperation of the NADLA, the Confederation of Danish 
Industries, Danish Commerce and Services, the Danish Family Farmers Association, the 
Danish Farmers’ Unions, the Danish Society for the Conservation of Nature, the Danish 
Outdoor Council and the MEE. 

Policies 
Danish government policy towards LA21 can be sketched in three periods: the pre-

campaign from 1992 to 1994; the LA21-campaign period; and the LA21-legislation period. 

Pre LA21 campaign period 
The first two years after the Rio declaration brought no national government policy or 

initiatives on LA21. This was despite the fact that some Danish local authorities and counties 
played an important role in the lead-up to Rio and were internationally recognised as 
pioneers. For instance, Storstrøms County was an award-winner in a UNEP-campaign. 

A formal policy change came with the ICLEI European Conference on Sustainable Cities 
& Towns in May 1994 in Aalborg, Denmark. In a speech, the Minister of the Environment and 
Energy, Svend Auken, appealed to local authorities to initiate LA21. 

The LA21 campaign 
Although the MEE had earlier taken organisational and procedural preparations, 

Denmark’s Local Agenda 21 campaign formally started in October 1994. The Minister of the 
Environment and Energy, the Chair of the NADLA and the Chair of the Association of County 
Councils in Denmark sent a joint letter to all of Denmark’s municipalities and counties. In this 
letter, they urged the counties and municipalities to initiate Local Agenda 21 work and follow-
up on the Rio-agreements.  

The campaign had four characteristics: 
− a collaborative but voluntary effort 
− a clear definition of LA21 
− major goals; exchange of experience and disseminating knowledge 
− monitoring the results 

A collaborative but voluntary effort 
Not only the letter but also the campaign itself can be seen as a joint effort between the 

MEE, the NADLA and the Association of County Councils in Denmark. Based on the 
principle in Chapter 28 of Agenda 21, that local authorities are responsible for implementing 
Agenda 21 in cooperation with the local population, the local authorities were targeted. The 
campaign disseminated the message of the Earth Summit but the municipalities had to 
translate the Agenda 21 principles into local action.  
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An important starting document of the partnership between the MEE (Spatial Planning 
Department), the NADLA and the Association of County Councils in Denmark was the spring 
1995 campaign guideline publication ‘Local Agenda 21: an introduction prepared for the 
counties and municipalities in Denmark’ (MEE 1995). This introduction described the main 
ideas behind Agenda 21 and the relationship between LA21 work and other local planning 
and environmental work. 

Clear definition of  LA21 
In the 1995 guidelines on LA21, the national campaign proposed five main points: 
− a holistic perspective in inter-sectoral thinking and action; 
− active public participation; 
− community thinking and life-cycle approach; 
− a global perspective in local affairs; 
− a long-term perspective in local affairs.  
 
The five points expressed the views of the national campaign group on an accurate 

interpretation of Agenda 21 itself and were also the basis for implementation in Denmark. 
The idea was that LA21 had not been clearly defined, and therefore the guidelines needed a 
clarification based on the characteristics of a local Agenda 21 mentioned above. However, in 
principle, the national authorities have maintained that each county or municipality should 
establish the specific content of a Local Agenda 21 according to their local circumstances. 

Goals; exchange of experience and disseminating knowledge 
The purpose of the campaign was to strengthen local efforts by disseminating knowledge 

of LA21 and by ensuring the exchange of experience. The idea behind the objective of the 
campaign to ensure that local authorities exchanged experience was that they could benefit 
greatly by inspiring each other. There are already numerous examples of positive activities 
throughout Denmark. The following activities were and are undertaken to exchange 
experience:  

− Extensive courses, seminars, conferences and other meetings; for example project days on 
cross-sectoral collaboration. 

− Newsletter on the Local Agenda 21 work: published jointly by the NADLA and the MEE 
approximately six times per year and distributed free of charge. It describes relevant activities, 
supports the local exchange of experience and promotes debate on various themes. It is 
distributed to the counties and municipalities, diverse environmental organisations, individuals, 
schools, the mass media and others. 

− Publications. E.g., the publication of the LA21 guidelines (1995). The MEE, the NADLA and the 
Association of County Councils in Denmark have prepared an introduction to LA21 for 
Denmark's counties and municipalities, which is available in English. In addition, several other 
reports have been published that cover themes within the Agenda 21 work. 

− Networks. The establishment of a nationwide net of people responsible for Agenda 21 in 
counties and municipalities and a close cooperation with a number of municipalities on the 
development of LA21.  

− Internet database. An Internet-based database with more than 500 examples of Local Agenda 
21 projects was started in 1999. 

− Preparation of progress reports (see below). 
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Monitoring of the progress 
Another aspect of the campaign was that of monitoring the progress. In late 1996, a 

survey found that 145 of the 289 municipalities (50 per cent) had begun Local Agenda 21 
activity. This first survey was undertaken to support the reporting to the 'Rio plus 5' 
conference in the spring of 1997. In this survey, much information was gathered on the 
activities, organisation and participation in the Danish LA21-active municipalities. The Danish 
concluded that they were exactly on target with their LA21-implementation on the basis of the 
goal in chapter 28 of Agenda 21. It stated ”By 1996, most local authorities in each country 
should have undertaken a consultative process with their populations and achieved a 
consensus on ‘a Local Agenda 21’ for the community”. During 1997, however, the minister 
admitted that Danish LA21 implementation had been too modest during the period 1994-
1996. 

In late 1998, a similar survey was conducted. Now 200 of Denmark’s 289 counties and 
municipalities (69 per cent) had begun working on a Local Agenda 21, and activity is 
expected to increase in the future. Most of the active counties and municipalities began 
before 1997; long-term experience has thus begun to be gained, and projects are being 
completed.  

The LA21-legislation 
The third period in Denmark's government policy towards LA21 we label here as LA21-

legislation. The joint national campaign started from the principle of joint but voluntary efforts 
as we have seen above. After the 1996 survey, there was a change of opinion among some 
of the policy makers. In 1997, the Danish Parliament (Folketing) passed a resolution urging 
that the LA21 process in Denmark be strengthened by: 

− having national Agenda 21 days; 

− a requirement by law for municipalities and counties to produce LA21 reports; 

− developing strategic environmental planning through such measures as improving the 
environmental assessment of proposed legislation and the Finance Bill, and submitting 
proposals on how subsidies, taxes and quotas can be continually assessed for their influence 
on sustainable development. 

The government decided to comply with this resolution by proposing that an LA21 report 
should be required pursuant to the Planning Act, which is considerably stricter than the 
previously softer recommendations. 

The Committee on Municipal Planning established by the Minister of the Environment and 
Energy recommended how the counties and municipalities should report on their LA21 
activities. A law passed in February 2000 required that counties and municipalities publish 
reports on their LA21 work every 4 years, and the first one before the end of 2003. 
Nevertheless, this adopted legislative Local Agenda 21 is still based on voluntary efforts. In 
the negotiations between NADLA and the MEE, the conclusion was that if a particular 
municipality did not want to make an LA21 within the programme, it had to account for its 
responsibility in the area by reporting more explicitly on LA21 work. However, an LA21 is still 
a voluntary effort. The debate on the legislation on LA21 in Parliament in 1997 and 1998 
focused especially on LA21. 
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1.4.2 Grants and funding of LA21 activities  

General funding of municipalities 
There are three levels of administration in Denmark: national, regional (14 counties) and 

local (275 municipalities). Denmark has a highly decentralised system of public 
administration. Each regional and local authority levies taxes and holds the responsibility of 
utilising the revenues. Local authorities derive more than half their revenue from income and 
property taxes. In addition, they receive a general government allocation, the so-called block 
grant, allowing local authorities to determine their own spending priorities.  

Local authorities also receive state allocations for specific tasks, especially in the area of 
social expenditures. Depending upon the nature of the disbursement, the state will reimburse 
a certain portion of local authority outlays. About one quarter of the local authorities’ income 
arises from their own income-generating operations and facilities, including payment for child 
care. In general, more and more responsibilities have been transferred from the state level to 
local government. Local administration (at regional and municipal level) administers more 
than 50 per cent of the total public expenditure.  

Specific funding 
There has not been any larger specific earmarked funding for LA21 in Denmark. However 

some financial initiatives are important for LA21.  
In 1994, the so-called Green Fund was established. The aim of the Green Fund was to 

support initiatives intended to engage the population in promoting an environmentally sound 
and ecological development, which also included ecological development in cities. The 
Green Fund focuses on projects which offer new perspectives to environmental work, which 
have a broad common appeal and where the results are suitable for broad dissemination. 
With an annual funding of DKK 30 to 50 million, the Green Fund, which is under the 
jurisdiction of the MEE, turned out to be a key resource for many LA21 initiatives. The Green 
Fund has been important for LA21 because it has subsidised locally based environmental 
projects involving citizens and non-governmental organisations and it has paid the salaries of 
a hundred so-called local green guides. A green guide is a local environmental guide whose 
aim is to make the Danes think and act 'greener'. The green guides work for sustainable 
development in the local areas where they are employed. About 100 local areas spread out 
all over Denmark have employed a green guide. The green guide works primarily in his/her 
local area, but knowledge and experience is exchanged with the other green guides. All 
green guide projects are approved for at least 3 years. The many green guide projects are 
not alike, and the manner in which tasks and target groups are weighted varies. However, 
common to all green guides is the fact that they work with action orientated general 
education. Apart from the financial support of the Danish Environmental Protection Agency 
(Miljøstyrelsen), the projects are co-financed either by a municipality, a housing association, 
a sports club or other associations or organisations 

The Green Fund provided both direct and indirect financial support for Local Agenda 21 
projects. Most of this fund has been used on urban ecology projects, green information 
campaigns, international environmental collaborations among NGOs, adult training, the 
'greening' of institutions and cross-sector related projects. One third of this is spent on green 
guides and covers salaries for the first 3 years. Locally initiated projects that include aspects 
of the five characteristics of a Local Agenda 21 (see below) are granted support totalling DKK 
10 million per year. 
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In 1996, the Green Fund was supplemented by a parliamentary enacted Pool for Green 
Jobs that originally developed as an initiative from labour organisations to foster both jobs 
and environmental improvements, not only in civil society and the public sphere, but also 
among small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). This fund finances green job initiatives 
and efforts that seem to have a competitive advantage in the market. Such projects have 
included green tourism, ecological clothing and environmental management systems for 
SMEs. In addition, LA21 has been emphasised as an area worthy of high priority in the 
comments to Act No. 434 of 10 June 1997 on a fund for environmentally related employment. 
This fund supports small municipalities in establishing locally based permanent jobs in this 
area. 

In addition to the MEE, the Ministry of Urban Affairs and Housing is especially active in 
Local Agenda 21 work. The ministry prepared a plan on action and perspectives related to 
urban policy (The City of the Future) in 1999. This plan mentions LA21 as an important basis 
for a more holistically oriented urban policy in the future. In 1999, the Danish Parliament 
allocated DKK 96 million to development projects related to urban development in the 
coming years. 

Among other financial initiatives worth mentioning is a project initiated in 1995 by the 
NADLA. This financed the participation of staff from 25-30 municipalities in 3 circle projects 
on citizen participation and integration of sector-specific LA21 plans in the four-year spatial, 
municipal planning. 

1.4.3 Current trends and future prospects 

The Danish LA21 campaign has moved forward step by step and gradually developed a 
position of strength for LA21 to become the common concept for sustainable development. 
The enacted legislation on LA21 by the Parliament requiring the counties and municipalities 
to prepare reports on LA21 activities, will probably not change much in this campaign. The 
legislation will endorse further work on LA21. Municipalities that have not yet been active will 
be forced to participate seriously in LA21, or to put forward very good arguments as to why 
their particular municipality should be exempted from LA21.  

An additional growth in the number of active municipalities and counties could be 
expected in Denmark for three reasons: 

− specific attention for the laggards, particular small municipalities, through a starting package; 
− the LA21-legislation; 
− a greater commitment and active involvement by the NGOs to LA21, such as the influential Denmark’s 

Naturfredningsforening (DN). 

 
As part of a contribution to the World Summit on Sustainable Development in South Africa 

in September 2002, Denmark prepared a national strategy for sustainable development 
called "Prudent Development – A Shared Responsibility" (MEE 2001). The strategy is based 
on eight objectives and principles that state that Denmark must: 

− develop the welfare society and decouple economic growth from environmental impact; 
− create a safe and healthy environment for everyone and maintain a high level of protection; 
− secure a high degree of bio-diversity and protect the ecosystems; 
− use resources more efficiently; 
− take action on the international level; 
− ensure that environmental considerations are taken into account in all sectors; 
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− ensure that the market supports sustainable development; 
− ensure that sustainable development is a shared responsibility and that it is measured. 
 
The national strategy for sustainable development explicitly mentions the importance of 

the continuation of the work on LA21 and an intensification of the guidance of national 
government for local authorities. We might expect that through the Danish European 
presidency during the Johannesburg summit and the Danish efforts in preparing for the 
summit, sustainable development in general and LA21 in particular could achieve extra 
momentum. And indeed, Johannesburg was quickly followed up in Denmark by a combined 
international and national conference on the role of local government in the implementation of 
the Johannesburg action plans, co-organised with ICLEI in Kolding, November 2002. 

1.5 Iceland 
Iceland cannot be seen as a pioneer in the field of Local Agenda 21. While local 

authorities in Scandinavia were among the first to respond to the call from Rio, the first 
concerted initiative in Iceland started in late 1998 with a national LA21 campaign based on 
an agreement between The Association of Local Authorities in Iceland (ALAI) and the 
Icelandic Ministry of the Environment (IMoE). Prior to that, Icelandic municipalities had not 
been actively pursuing their role as identified in the Rio agreement. None had completed a 
draft LA21 action plan, although some of them had begun the task by carrying out a current 
state inventory and by setting up goals with respect to individual issues. 

The national campaign has been continuing steadily since 1998, and an agreement is in 
place for continued work of a similar kind until the end of 2005. The number of local 
authorities involved in the LA21 work in one way or another has risen from zero to around 50 
over a four year period. The municipalities in question are inhabited by more than 90 per cent 
of the entire population of Iceland’s 105 municipalities.18 

From the beginning of the Icelandic campaign, as well as later on, all interested local 
authorities have been introduced to the same methodology. This may be referred to as a 
'top-down' or centralised approach. Due to this, however, most local authorities have followed 
the same framework, where emphasis is put on having a vision and an action plan in place 
and basing the content and order of individual projects on these, rather than initiating projects 
to be “labelled” as LA21 projects later on. 

1.5.1 Organisation at the national level of governance 

National policies  
In 1993, the Icelandic Government published the report “On the Way to Sustainable 

Development”, which can be seen as the first response to the Rio agreements at the national 
level. This report contained the government’s policy and an action plan. In September 1993, 
the Minister of the Environment established seven working groups, with a mandate to 
propose a more detailed action plan towards the millennium, with sustainable development 
as the main emphasis. The working groups, consisting of a total of 124 individuals from 
different sectors, concluded their work during the next two years. At the end of 1995, the 

                                                 
18 The total number of municipalities in Iceland has fallen from 124 to 105 due to merging linked to municipal 
elections in spring 2002. 
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minister nominated a new working group to create a draft action plan based on the seven 
group reports. The new group consisted of the chairs of the original groups, accompanied by 
a few representatives from different ministries. 

In November 1996, the group presented its first results to a national environmental 
conference in Reykjavík, with the participation of more than 200 representatives from a 
number of organisations and institutions. During the conference, the draft action plan was 
commented and revised, and in June 1997 the final version was published as a national 
action plan for sustainable development towards the millennium (IMoE 1997).  

In the 1997 action plan, municipalities were mentioned as important actors in the fields of 
waste management, water, spatial planning and environmental education. Local Agenda 21 
was not directly mentioned, but local authorities were asked to create environmental action 
plans, “based on the ideology of sustainable development, Agenda 21 and the governmental 
policy”. Social aspects were not highlighted, nor was the global importance of local action. 

Request for guidance  
The first Local Agenda activities in Iceland had roots in Nordic cooperation rather than in 

the 1997 national action plan. During the years 1995-97, a Nordic project was carried out with 
the participation of Egilsstadir (East Iceland) and 17 small municipalities in the Faroe Islands. 
The objective was to create a model for “environmental action plans for small communities” 
(Nordic Council of Ministers 1997). At the end of this project, a conference was held in 
Egilsstadir in June 1997, attended by representatives from several Icelandic municipalities. 
The conference participants agreed upon a clear message to ALAI and the IMoE: The 
municipalities were willing to accept the responsibility they were given in Rio 1992, but as the 
concepts of sustainable development and LA21 were new, assistance and coordination was 
needed on the national level. 

As a response to this appeal, ALAI and the IMoE signed a contract in 1998 on a nation-
wide campaign, which was launched on the 1st of October that year, “to assist Icelandic local 
authorities in creating their first versions of Local Agenda 21”. In accordance with the 
contract, a steering group was nominated with two representatives from each of the two 
partners, and an environmental expert was hired on a full time basis to coordinate the work. 
At this point, 18 months was believed to be an appropriate time to complete the first versions, 
and so that became the time frame for the contract. After 18 months of work, local authorities 
were meant to be able to continue without any support from the national level. 

The campaign  
All Icelandic municipalities were invited to participate in the 18-month campaign. At that 

time, the total number of municipalities in Iceland was 124. A total of 31 of these decided to 
participate, accounting for 109,000 out of the approximately 280,000 inhabitants of Iceland at 
that time. No financial support was provided for the participants, except for free access to a 
national coordinator at the LA21 office of ALAI. 

The Icelandic campaign started with visits by the coordinator to all participating 
municipalities. Meetings were held with the committees and staff, who were nominated to 
lead the process in each municipality. These meetings introduced the campaign, set the 
framework for local work, and presented the historical and ideological background of LA21.  

Although all interested local authorities were introduced to the same methodology at the 
beginning of the Icelandic campaign, as well as later on, the development of detailed 
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guidelines for the work was consciously avoided to encourage local innovation and intuition. 
In addition to emphasising the importance of all three pillars of sustainable development, the 
five main points from the 1995 Danish guidelines on Local Agenda 21 were proposed as the 
main criteria for the local work. Apart from that, it was emphasised that the methods and the 
content of the work had to take local conditions into account rather than being uncritically 
copied from different municipalities, domestically or abroad. 

Upon completion of the 18-month project at the end of March 2000, a decision was 
reached to continue the LA21 work at the national level, not in the form of a project with 
limitations in terms of time and number of participants, but more in the form of coordination 
and dissemination of information to and among all Icelandic municipalities working on the 
issue. To begin with, this was based on a preliminary agreement between ALAI and the 
IMoE, but in January 2001 a new contract was signed between these two partners, on 
continued cooperation on Local Agenda 21 at the national level. The new contract runs until 
the end of 2005, thus for the first time setting the foundations for long-term work on LA21 in 
Iceland. According to the contract, the national LA21 office will be open for all units of local 
government in Iceland for free advice on any issues related to LA21 and sustainable 
development. An important part of this work is the dissemination of information to and 
between municipalities19. However, as only one person staffs the office, the capacity for this 
work is limited.  

The LA21 office has been responsible for a national LA21 website since March 199920; 
providing news from the LA21 work in Iceland, explaining the ideological background and the 
methodology, describing LA21 initiatives in individual municipalities, and hosting a collection 
of relevant links to Icelandic and foreign web sites related to sustainable development. The 
LA21 office organises study visits for municipal politicians and officials to enhance learning 
from LA21 experiences in the neighbouring countries. Due to the limited budget of the LA21 
office, publications and PR-work in general is rarely on the agenda. However, a report was 
published in January 2000, originally intended as the final report for the 18-month project 
(Gíslason 2001a). 

The steering group and the LA21 office organise national conferences on LA21 once or 
twice a year to promote discussion and exchange experiences among the people working on 
LA21 and sustainable development in different municipalities. Since the beginning of the 18-
month campaign in October 1998, 5 national conferences have been held21. Annually, the 
steering group also nominates one or more municipalities for a national Local Agenda 21 
award, partly based on assessment criteria under development. The purpose is to highlight 
outstanding initiatives in the LA21 work. Assessing the performance of municipalities in this 
context is far from easy, as indicators are poorly developed. 

The Ólafsvik Declaration on municipal work towards sustainable development was 
created at a national LA21 conference in Ólafsvik (West Iceland) in October 2000. All local 
authorities in Iceland have been invited to sign the declaration, by which they declare their 
real commitment towards sustainable development as the core of any decision. As of 
November 2002, 29 local authorities have signed the declaration, accounting for 
approximately 72 per cent of the Icelandic population. 

                                                 
19 Which takes place mainly in an informal way via telephone and e-mail contacts. An e-mail network has been 
created to make this communication as efficient as possible.  
20 See “Staðardagskrá 21” under http://www.samband.is  
21 Approximately 65-100 people attended each of them. 
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1.5.2 Grants and funding of LA21 activities 

The original LA21 campaign in Iceland was jointly financed by the IMoE and ALAI with a 
total budget of approximately 95,000 €. Thereof, 63 per cent were paid by the IMoE, while 
ALAI employed the national coordinator and covered the remaining costs for salaries, office, 
travel, etc. A similar structure has remained following the signing of the contract in 2001, with 
a fixed annual funding from the IMoE, while ALAI is responsible for the administration and 
implementation. As of 2002, the total annual budget for the national LA21 coordination is 
approximately 82.500 €, 65 per cent covered by the IMoE and 35 per cent by ALAI. To put 
this amount into context, it equals less than 0.3 € per capita. 

Apart from funding some 65 per cent of the national LA21 coordination, the national 
government has not provided any funding for LA21 activities, such as through investment 
funds or programmes. The only initiative sometimes mentioned in relation to this, is state 
support for improved wastewater treatment, at a maximum of 20 per cent of the municipal 
investment costs. This support however, is neither directly related to sustainable 
development nor can it be referred to as funding, since the state revenue through VAT of the 
investment costs normally equals 19,68 per cent of the total amount. The grants of maximum 
20 per cent are thus in most cases even lower than the state income from the same project. 

1.5.3 Current trends and future prospects 

National strategy for sustainable development  
As mentioned before, the Icelandic Government published in 1993 the report “On the Way 

to Sustainable Development”, which contained the government’s policy and an action plan as 
the first follow-up to Rio, and in June 1997 the first national action plan for sustainable 
development was presented (IMoE 1997). 

In August 2002, the Icelandic Government presented its first National Sustainable 
Development Strategy, partly as a preparation document for the Johannesburg Summit. The 
importance of all three pillars of sustainable development is highlighted in the introductory 
part of the document, as well as in the title “Welfare for the Future. Iceland’s National 
Strategy for Sustainable Development 2002-2020” (IMoE 2002). Social aspects, however, 
are not much reflected in the main part of the document, focusing on “goals and means” for 
the next two decades. 

One chapter of the Icelandic strategy focuses on Local Agenda 21 and regional 
development. There it is clearly stated that it is “important for individual municipalities to set 
their own goals regarding their sustainable development that suit their economy and specific 
circumstances. They should also define the local views on how the region can be 
strengthened and similar or improved living standards ensured for future generations”. The 
chapter also states that the “local work is complementary to national policymaking regarding 
sustainable development, and local and national authorities must continue to cooperate in 
this respect”. 

The ALAI Strategy 2002-2006  
“Habitat – Welfare – Democracy”, a comprehensive strategy for the Association of Local 

Authorities in Iceland, was adopted at the association’s 17th national congress in September 
2002. A congress like this, with at least one representative from each local authority, is held 
every four years following the local authority elections, but this was the first time that a four-
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year strategy was the main focus of the assembly. The strategy is divided into 7 main areas, 
of which one is “Planning and Environmental Issues”. 

The adopted ALAI Strategy clearly underlines the local authorities’ perception of LA21 as 
an issue of major importance for Icelandic local government, as reflected in the following 
excerpt: the Association shall22 

− aim towards sustainable development so that Local Agenda 21 becomes fundamental in 
municipal activities; 
− by providing the local authorities with continued guidance in developing and implementing Local 

Agenda 21, and 
− by enhancing and facilitating cooperation on these aspects between local authorities and companies 

− strive to enhance state funding to make it possible for municipalities to follow-up on Local 
Agenda 21 and to fulfil their multinational obligations with respect to the environment; 

− call upon local authorities to increase public participation in the preparation of decision making; 

− take the initiative for a common municipal policy on 'green' purchasing and suggest common 
environmental indicators for municipal 'green' accounting. 

Icelandic local authorities seem to be putting increasing emphasis on the work towards 
sustainable development. This is partly reflected in their adoption of the ALAI Strategy 2002-
2006, but also in a markedly increasing demand for guidance by the national coordinator, 
who has since the municipal election in spring 2002 been invited to 13 introductory meetings 
on LA21 in municipalities hitherto not involved in any LA21 activities. This interest far outruns 
the trend of recent years. The national strategy for sustainable development, as well as the 
ALAI Strategy, seems to give good prerequisites for ambitious work on the local level. This 
may however be somewhat hampered by limited national funding. 

                                                 
22 An informal translation from a working document from the 17th national congress of The Association of Local 
Authorities in Iceland, (S.G). 
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2 PART II – LOCAL STATUS OF AGENDA 21  

2.1 Introduction 
Having outlined the broad picture of national implementation efforts in the Nordic 

countries, it is interesting to present and evaluate the local response to the challenges 
introduced by the LA21 perspective – or, more precisely, what LA21 has come to mean at 
the municipal level. National surveys on LA21 were carried out in all Nordic countries during 
2001 and 2002. The surveys in Norway, Finland and Iceland were conducted by ProSus, in 
close cooperation with the national LA21 coordinator in Iceland, Stefán Gíslason, and 
researcher Marko Joas at the Åbo Academy, Finland. These national surveys were based on 
a common methodological approach, including a common questionnaire23. The development 
of the questionnaire was coordinated with national surveys on LA21 conducted by the 
Department of Political Science at the University of Umeå, Sweden (Edström and Eckerberg 
2002), and the Ministry of the Environment in Denmark (Miljøministeriet 2001)24. The 
coordination was to ensure a certain comparability of survey results between the Nordic 
countries in order to obtain an up-to-date assessment of LA21 in the Nordic region as a 
whole. The national surveys thus represent both an update of previous status reports, some 
of them mentioned in Part I, as well as a supplement to the former surveys. In Part II, we will 
present the current status of the implementation of LA21 in the Nordic countries, as it is 
recorded in the recent national surveys. The surveys identify differences as well as common 
patterns between the different countries. In some cases, former national surveys make it 
possible to comment on the development of the implementation processes over time. 

Our main aim in presenting the results of the national surveys is to highlight key questions 
arising when discussing the actual realisation of Agenda 21 at the local level: 

− How many Nordic municipalities are actively engaged in LA21?  
− How far has the implementation process come? 
− How is the political interest in LA21 at the municipal level? 
− What is the content of the LA21 processes? 
− How is the participatory principle handled at the municipal level? 
− Is the business sector involved in Local Agenda 21 processes? 
− Are the LA21 perspectives integrated in the different municipal sectors? 
− What is the relation between LA21 and municipal planning? 
− To what extent is the support from national authorities and other external actors important for the LA21 

processes? 
− To what extent have municipalities received or provided funding for LA21 activity? 
− Has LA21 made any difference with regard to local environmental policy? 
− What are the future prospects for LA21 at the municipal level? 

 

                                                 
23 Conducted in January/February 2002.  
24 Both the Swedish and the Danish surveys were carried out ultimo 2001.  

43 



Local Agenda 21 in the Nordic Countries – National Strategies and Local Status 

2.2 Some comments on methodology and quality of data  
A key aim of our recent national surveys in Finland, Norway and Iceland has been to 

obtain comparable results across the Nordic countries, in order to give an updated report on 
the state of LA21 implementation in the region as a whole, as well as to point to interesting 
differences and common patterns between countries. However, some methodological 
challenges occur when mapping the development of policy processes within different 
national contexts. Table 1 lists some key aspects of the countries and the respective national 
surveys.  

 
Table 1:  Background information regarding the national surveys 

 

 Norway Finland Iceland Denmark Sweden

Inhabitants 4,5 mill 5,2 mill 286.000 5,4 mill 8,9 mill

Municipalities  435 448 122 27525 28926

Response rate, per cent 74 61 43 100 89 

Per cent of inhabitants 87 76 92 100 94 

The response rates for the national surveys in Norway, Finland and Iceland range from 
between 74 per cent in Norway and 43 per cent in Iceland. The actual proportion of the 
different populations covered by the surveys, however, is substantially higher than the 
response rate would indicate. This is particularly true for Iceland, where as much as 92 per 
cent of the population is covered by the survey. The national survey in Denmark has a 100 
per cent response rate, while in Sweden the response rate is 89 per cent covering 94 per 
cent of the Swedish population.  

Common to all the national surveys is the fact that the respondents are usually local 
environmental officers, LA21 coordinators, or other municipal civil servants responsible for 
environmental questions or LA21 related issues. This methodological approach is chosen to 
ensure a certain level of competence behind the answers. We are fully aware that, as pointed 
out by Anita Iilahti-Niemi (2000:134-135), the responses to the questions might have looked 
somewhat different if we had aimed the surveys at other respondents within the local 
community or within the municipal administration.  

Comparative policy analysis and evaluation are always difficult tasks. Before presenting 
the results, we find it relevant to highlight two key methodological challenges we have been 
confronted with that are relevant for a fuller understanding of the findings:  

1. Establishing a common set of evaluative criteria for the definition of LA21 activities. 

2. The comparison of survey results achieved within different national contexts, with different 
samples of the total number of municipalities and sometimes with different phrasing of 
questions. 

In developing a questionnaire for a national survey on the implementation of LA21 clear 
criteria are required in order to be able to classify an activity as an LA21 activity. For 
example, it is difficult to classify: 1) municipalities claiming to participate in  LA21 activities but 
                                                 
25 For most questions, our material includes the answers of 14 ”amt” or counties. This only marginally influences 
the results.  
26 The Swedish report includes the sub-city councils, or ”stadsdelsnemnder” in Stockholm, which makes the total 
number of local units included in the Swedish survey 307. Out of these 273, or 89 per cent, answered the survey.  
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without using the term LA21 and  2) municipalities where the LA21 process never has moved 
beyond being an internal process or “perspective” within the local authorities. Should such 
municipalities be regarded as active LA21 municipalities simply because they themselves 
claim to be so in our surveys? In the national surveys in Norway, Finland and Iceland, we 
have tried to employ criteria which do not exclude any relevant LA21 activity, yet which are 
not so inclusive that "anything" can be labelled LA21. The criteria should include those 
municipalities where LA21 can be traced to some kind of hands-on activity beyond the walls 
of the local authorities.  

Explaining and commenting on differences and similarities across national borders is often 
a question of being aware of the major differences, not only in state policy, but also in political 
culture, language, differences in municipal structures and other contextual factors influencing 
local policy. The results presented in this report are therefore supplemented by comments 
based on more country-specific knowledge of the political and language related contexts.  

2.3 The level of LA21 activity in the Nordic countries 

2.3.1 How many municipalities are engaged in LA21? 

All the national surveys present the level of LA21 activity by reporting on the number of 
municipalities actually responding that they currently engage in some sort of LA21 activity. 
However, the wording of the questions differs somewhat between the different surveys, as do 
the criteria for being considered an active municipality. Table 2 shows our “weighted” 
estimation of how many municipalities are active and the number of people living in these 
municipalities.   
 
Table 2:   The proportion of active LA21 municipalities in the Nordic countries and proportion of 

inhabitants living in the active municipalities 

 Norway Finland Iceland Denmark Sweden

Municipalities with LA21 
activities,  per cent 

54 46 20 65 67 

Inhabitants living in 
active municipalities,  
per cent 

73 57 85 87 75 

N = (323) (275) (122) (289) (273)

No/Fi/Is: Hva er status for LA21-arbeidet i din kommune? (Sp.1), Sv: Har kommunen antagit ett lokalt Agenda 21-
dokument/handlingsplan? (Sp.6), Dk: Har amtet/kommunen indledt arbejdet med lokal Agenda 21? (Sp.1) 
 

The recent survey in Sweden arguably includes the strictest criteria for being classified as 
an LA21-active municipality, as it asks whether the municipality actually has developed and 
politically adopted an LA21 plan for the municipality. The results show that 68 per cent of 
Swedish municipalities have developed such a plan (Edström and Eckerberg 2002). 
However, as many as one out of five municipalities (34 in total) with an LA21 plan claim that 
the plan is no longer considered relevant and is no longer being implemented (Edström and 
Eckerberg 2002). This means that the proportion of Swedish local authorities that have 
decided on an LA21 plan and are still implementing it as part of the day-to-day activities is 
currently 56 per cent. At the same time, 67 per cent of Swedish municipalities have 
designated funding for LA21 in the budget for 2002 and 65 per cent have a designated full- or 

45 



Local Agenda 21 in the Nordic Countries – National Strategies and Local Status 

part-time Agenda 21 position within the municipal organisation. While the number of 
municipalities with approved LA21 plans has risen since 1998, funding and personnel display 
a somewhat declining trend, particularly in municipalities not receiving support from the Local 
Investment Programme (LIP; see Part I). Depending on the criteria in use, this means that 
the number of active municipalities in Sweden is today somewhere in the range between 56 
and 67 per cent, of which we use the highest figure. A figure of 67 per cent means that 
Sweden still has the highest share of active municipalities among the Nordic countries, but is 
still a far cry from the figure often mentioned of 100 per cent of local authorities in Sweden 
being  LA21-active (Eckerberg 1999:13). 

In Norway, very few local authorities have adopted an LA21 plan (Bjørnæs and Lafferty 
2000), and therefore the Norwegian criteria for being registered as active must necessarily be 
different from the Swedish. The official number of municipalities which are active in LA21 in 
Norway has usually been based on what the municipalities themselves report as LA21 
activity or on how many local authorities have made a political decision on LA21 by signing 
the Fredrikstad Declaration27. As in previous Norwegian surveys, LA21 activity as reported by 
the municipalities themselves has been the starting point for this study, resulting in as many 
as 83 per cent of the responding municipalities claiming to engage in some sort of LA21 
activity. However, when we exclude the 40 municipalities stating that they have discontinued 
their LA21 activity, and the 32 municipalities reporting that LA21 activity is only ”in 
preparation”, as well as taking into account the overall response rate (73 per cent) and a 
suspected lower activity among the municipalities that have not responded28, we obtain the 
more realistic figure of 54 per cent of municipalities being active within LA21.  

Denmark is another country where a large proportion of the municipalities, 65 per cent, 
are active29. The number of active municipalities in Denmark has increased slightly in the 
period 1998 to 2001. As mentioned in Part I, the Danish Planning Act was amended in 2000, 
committing all municipalities to the development of an LA21 strategy by 2003, and then to 
revise it every four years. This is believed to have maintained the momentum for LA21 in 
Denmark, but also to have made the municipalities consider it more binding to declare 
themselves as LA21-active, something that may influence the result. Another important factor 
in more recent LA21 efforts has been the establishment of positions as independent “Green 
Guides”, assisting the municipalities in their environmental efforts, from 1997 and onwards. 
The “Green Guides” initiative is seen by Danish municipalities as one of the most important 
supports for LA21 efforts initiated by local authorities (Læssøe 2001).  

In Finland, the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities (AFLRA) provides an 
overview of the number of municipalities active within LA21. According to the latest update, 
299 municipalities, or 67 per cent, are active (Hakanen 2002). This figure is, however, not 
further specified with regard to criteria for LA21 activity. In our 2002 national survey in 
Finland, 72 per cent of the municipalities report that they have some sort of LA21 activity. 
Adjusting this result, as we did for Norway, by ruling out the 15 municipalities where LA21 is 
just “under preparation” and the 57 municipalities that have discontinued their LA21 efforts, 

                                                 
27 The end declaration from a major conference on LA21 in 1998 gathering more than 700 representatives from 
local authorities, organisations, business and research (see also Part I). 
28 Analysis of the (mostly rural and peripheral) non-answering municipalities gives an indication of limited LA21 
activity in these municipalities. 
29 This figure is ten per cent lower than the one reported by the Danish Ministry of the Environment (Miljøministeriet 
2001), since for this question we have ruled out the counties and the 23 municipalities where LA21-activity is “under 
preparation” and where no further local activity is to be found.  
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we obtain a figure of 46 per cent. Due to the low response rate (61 per cent) in Finland, the 
true proportion can be anticipated to be even lower30.  

Finally, in Iceland, only 20 per cent of the municipalities are active within LA21. In this 
case, however, it is important to emphasise that the country’s municipal structure makes it 
particularly “vulnerable” to what we believe is a common trend in the Nordic countries; that 
small and peripheral municipalities are less LA21-active than the large and urban ones. The 
tendency has been clearly documented in both Norway and Finland (Bjørnæs 2002, Niemi-
Iilathi and Joas 2000:141), and a similar tendency has been pointed to regarding Swedish 
municipalities receiving LIP funding. This means that the active municipalities in Iceland 
represent as much as 85 per cent of the population. Considering the number of inhabitants 
covered, this means that the Icelandic municipalities are currently among the most active in 
the Nordic region, only surpassed by Denmark (87 per cent). The corresponding figures for 
the remaining Nordic countries are 73 per cent in Norway, 57 per cent in Finland, and 
probably around 75 per cent in Sweden. 

2.3.2 The status of implementation  

Regarding the more specific question of what the status of implementation actually is, we 
have comparable figures for all Nordic countries, with the exception of Sweden. The surveys 
focus on whether the LA21 process is under preparation, a dialogue with inhabitants has 
been started, projects have been initiated, the first projects are finished (Denmark) or 
whether the LA21 activities are terminated or never started. We find rather large differences 
between the Nordic countries, as can be seen in Table 3. 
 
Table 3:    Status of LA21 implementation in the Nordic countries ( per cent of respondents - multiple 

responses possible) 

 
Norway 

(2000 in brackets) Finland Iceland
Denmark 

(1998 in brackets) Sweden

Under preparation 21 (38) 22 12 29 (41) n.a.

Initiated dialogue 27 (24) 27 16 45 (48) n.a.

Initiated projects 54 (40) 37 16 57 (54) n.a.

Active earlier, not now 20 (10) 30 7 8 (n.a) app. 20

Never been involved 17 (31) 28 68 17 (n.a) 0

N = (323) (431) (275) (122) (289) (273)

No/Fi/Is: Hva er status for LA21-arbeidet i din kommune? (Sp.1), Dk: Hvad er status for lokal Agenda 21 i dag? (Sp. 4)  

 
First of all, it is important to note that LA21 activity has very much become project-

oriented. In all the countries, a majority of the active municipalities have chosen to initiate 
different projects. In Denmark and Norway, more than half the municipalities report having 
started projects under the heading LA21. The aspects of public participation and the  
“strategic dialogue” presented in chapter 28 of Agenda 21, represent new and somewhat 
novel impulses, and seem to be more difficult to handle than more traditional environmental 
projects within the frames of LA21. Only Denmark can report that nearly half the 
                                                 
30 As municipalities with LA21 activity may be overrepresented among the respondents, and we lack more 
responses from Finland than from the other countries, this could possibly influence the Finnish results somewhat 
more than those from the other countries.  
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municipalities have initiated a dialogue with the inhabitants. This is interesting, as it seems 
that also in Sweden, the so-called “front-runner” in LA21, the emphasis on the participatory 
aspects of LA21 has declined over the last two years (Edström and Eckerberg 2002).  

It is also interesting to note that almost 30 per cent of Danish municipalities report to be 
preparing an LA21 process. This is most likely a result of the recent changes in the Danish 
Planning Act. To help the municipalities develop a Local Agenda 21 strategy, the Ministry of 
the Environment has issued a guide giving very substantial suggestions on how the different 
aspects of Local Agenda 21 can be handled, and also providing examples from the most 
progressive local communities (see Part I).  

All in all, it seems that a certain consolidation of the LA21 activities has taken place. 
Where such information is available (i.e. Norway and Denmark), we find that the number of 
municipalities reporting to be in the preparatory phase of LA21 is decreasing, while the 
number of municipalities having initiated LA21 activities is growing. At the same time, we find 
a growing number of municipalities abandoning Local Agenda 21, and thereby reporting that 
they have previously had but no longer have some LA21 activity. This is most critical in 
Finland, where as many as 30 per cent of the municipalities claim to have ended their LA21 
activity. In light of the fact that Finland is registered as a late-starter with regard to the 
implementation of LA21, this is alarming. Also in Norway and Sweden, as many as one fifth 
of the municipalities have ended their LA21 efforts, a trend most likely leading to larger 
differences between front-runner municipalities and the ones falling behind. Explanatory 
reasons for this development might be found on different levels of authority, where the lack of 
national support and lack of resources or motivation at the local level often represent the key 
aspects (e.g. Bjørnæs 2002; Edström and Eckerberg 2002; Miljøministeriet 2001). 
Corresponding figures for Denmark and Iceland are around 8 per cent. In Iceland, the 
municipalities initiated LA21 processes as late as in 1998, and might thereby be 
characterised as being in the starting phase of implementation. The Danish legislation act on 
LA21 is a similar explanatory factor.  

 

2.3.3 Political interest in LA21 

 
Table 4: Political interest in LA21 for the last two years (per cent of respondents)  

 Norway Finland Iceland Sweden

Interest has increased 26 24 51 15

Interest has decreased 11 21 0 40

Interest is unchanged 57 48 43 27

Interest has never occurred  6 6 6 n.a.

Total 100 100 100 82

N = (267) (197) (35) (268)

No/Fi/Is: Hvordan har den politiske interessen for LA21 utviklet seg i din kommune de siste to årene? (Sp. 2) Sv: Hur uppfatter du 
at det politiska intresset fôr Agenda 21-arbetet har ândrats i Din kommun sedan 1998? (Sp. 17)  
 

Table 4 indicates that the political interest in LA21 is largely stable in both Norway and 
Finland. As many as 56,9 per cent of the Norwegian LA21-active municipalities claim that the 
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political interest has been unchanged for the past two years, while 48,2 per cent of the 
Finnish municipalities seem to experience the same trend. In both Norway and Finland, only 
one out of four municipalities claims that the interest has increased. However, even fewer 
register a decrease in interest, with 11,2 per cent and 21,3 per cent in Norway and Finland 
respectively. Both are relative late-starters and, today, the Norwegian and Finnish national 
authorities’ emphasis on LA21 is more or less absent (see Part I). Thereby, it is unrealistic to 
expect a further strengthening of the local political interest in the LA21 perspective. The 
Norwegian and Finnish LA21 processes might have reached the point of saturation.  

In Sweden, we find a rather dramatic pattern. As many as 40 per cent of the municipalities 
have experienced a decrease in political interest in LA21 since 1998, while only 15 per cent 
experience an increase in interest. The introduction and subsequent success of LIP, is most 
probably an important factor behind this finding. Although Edström and Eckerberg (2002:15) 
do not find essential differences between municipalities with or without LIP funding, LIP has 
changed the focus of the local authorities with regard to local efforts within the framework of 
sustainable development (see Part I). As will be discussed in the next section, the more initial 
LA21 activities within the so-called “soft” sectors (education, social, health, information, 
awareness building) are losing ground, while projects within the more technical and “hard” 
sectors are increasing (e.g. Eckerberg 2001). In parallel with the change of focus within 
LA21, the more prestigious LIP is most likely drawing attention from LA21 efforts.  

Iceland is still the optimistic newcomer; half of the respondents claim to have experienced 
an increase in interest, while 43 per cent register an unchanged situation for the past two 
years.  
 

2.4 The content of the Local Agenda 21 processes 

2.4.1 Environmental issues and LA21 at the municipal level 

The next step in our investigation is aimed at understanding the content of the Local 
Agenda 21 processes and thereby what LA21 has come to mean in practice in the different 
countries. Looking at hands-on activities, the different projects can be classified within 
different categories as shown in Table 5.  
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Table 5:  Contents of Local Agenda 21 activities (per cent of respondents - multiple choices possible)  

Norway Finland Iceland Denmark Sweden

Changing attitudes towards the 
environment (educational efforts) 

66 75 74 n.a. 57 

Energy consumption and alternative 
energy sources 

50 42 11 39 57 

“Greening” of local communities 
(small scale, “grassroots” projects 
limited in scope and time) 

74 59 80 n.a. 20 

Environmental management in the 
municipal organisation 

26 47 31 35 n.a. 

Reduction of harmful chemicals  14 16 51 39 48 

Reduction of traffic, enhancing 
public transport 

23 24 26 n.a. 31 

N = (265) (197) (39) (216) (307)

No/Fi/Is: Hvilke av disse mål/tiltak inngår i kommunens nåværende Lokal Agenda 21 arbeid? (Sp.11), Sv: Vilka av nedanstående 
områden ingår i kommunens nuverande Agenda 21-arbete? (Sp. 21) Dk: Har amtet/kommunen taget initiativ til eller været 
involveret i prosjekter eller aktiviteter under overskriften lokal Agenda 21 der har nedenstående som formål, eller hvor 
nedenstående er et resultat af indsatsen? (Sp. 15)  
 

According to the recent national surveys, pedagogical and educational efforts directed at 
young people, followed by “greening” of local communities/grassroots projects and 
alternative energy/energy consumption projects, are the dominating efforts within LA21 in the 
Nordic countries. Environmental management, reductions in the use of harmful chemicals, 
the reduction of traffic and improvement in public transportation are also important areas of 
concern within the scope of LA21. Worthy of note is the limited aspect of local community 
projects (“gräsrotprosjekt”) in LA21 processes in Sweden, found only in 20 per cent of the 
municipalities. This is a striking contrast to the Icelandic case, where as many as 80 per cent 
of the active LA21 municipalities have local community projects as part of the LA21 portfolio, 
and also in relation to Norway and Finland where we find a high proportion of local 
community projects.  

These findings can partly be understood in the light of a more general trend. We seem to 
experience a twofold development within the LA21 processes. On the one hand, efforts are 
becoming more directed towards a limited set of issues, and on the other we find a 
movement away from “participation”, “grassroots” and “soft” activities. This trend has been 
particularly noticeable in Sweden, where an increase in the field of environmental activities 
within the “hard” sectors and a reduction in activities within the “soft” sectors have been 
documented. While educational initiatives directed towards schools and kindergartens are 
still important in Sweden, studies show that the efforts within this field have been significantly 
reduced over the last three years (Edström and Eckerberg 2002:17). Having probably 
previously constituted the largest category, educational efforts must now share first place 
with alternative energy projects, which will probably overtake educational efforts as the major 
thrust behind Swedish LA21.  

In Denmark, there has from the outset been a strong environmental focus in the LA21 
activities. This is reflected in the Danish survey, where categories like ”educational efforts”, 
“changing attitudes” and “schools and kindergartens” are not even included. Finland, on the 
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other hand, seems to be the country with the ”softest” LA21 profile. 75 per cent of the Finnish 
respondents report that changing attitudes and working towards schools and kindergartens is 
a part of their LA21 activities.  As will be shown later, the above findings are also confirmed 
by our results regarding the sectors in which LA21 has been most successfully integrated.  

We also note that working with energy related questions has become a focus of attention 
in about 40 per cent of the Nordic municipalities, even if the related environmental problems 
are mostly of a more global character. Iceland’s special situation concerning renewable 
energy, combined with a “young” LA21 process, may help explain why Icelandic 
municipalities differ from the other Nordic countries in this aspect with only 11 per cent 
addressing energy issues.   

2.4.2 The participatory aspect of LA21 - strengthening of the local democracy?  

Three different but complementary aspects might be highlighted in order to understand 
the focus on local participation as crucial for a successful implementation of LA21. First, there 
is a belief that bottom-up processes involving citizens in discussions about the future 
development of the local community are necessary in order to achieve legitimacy for a shift 
towards sustainability at the local level. Second, because local interests will be affected by 
such changes, they should have a right to be heard and be offered a chance to influence 
central authorities on issues concerning local challenges. Third, there are the synergetic 
effects which result from voluntary cooperation between local authorities, organisations and 
local business on projects for sustainable development.  

First, we will examine the involvement of local inhabitants in the LA21 processes (Table 
6), and later the involvement of local business and organisations (see Table 8). 
 
Table 6:  Involvement of local inhabitants in LA21 activity (per cent of responding municipalities) 

 
Norway Finland Iceland Sweden

Has involved citizens actively  61 52 69 65 

Has not involved citizens actively 39 48 31 36 

Total 100 100 100 100 

N = (269) (199) (35) (267)

No/Fi/Is: Har kommunen gjort noe konkret for å engasjere kommunens innbyggere i arbeidet med Lokal Agenda 21 i 2001? (Sp. 5 
and 6), Sv: Har kommunen gjort någonting fôr at engagera kommuninvånarna i det lokala Agenda 21-arbetet under det senaste 
året (2001) ? (Sp. 13)  
 

There are no large differences between the Nordic countries when it comes to the 
involvement of inhabitants in the LA21 processes. Still, it seems that efforts to involve citizens 
have been the greatest in Iceland, where 69 per cent of the municipalities claim that such 
involvement has been on the agenda in 2001. This high figure for Iceland may partly be a 
result of public participation being one of the cornerstones of the LA21 campaign initiated by 
the  Association of Local Authorities in Iceland (ALAI) and the Ministry of the Environment in 
1998 (see Part I). To ensure dialogue with the grassroots level, local authorities were 
encouraged to set up local networks/forums where organisations, industry and, in some 
instances, individuals could take part. Respondents to a national 2001 survey in Iceland were 
asked to try to estimate the number of people involved in the LA21 process within their own 
communities. Respondents from 24 municipalities, containing a total of 230,000 inhabitants, 
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gave a total estimate of 5,200 persons actively involved in the LA21 work, or approximately 
2.3 per cent of the total population (Gíslason 2001b). Another key aspect is the fact that 
Iceland started its LA21 activities later than the other Nordic countries. Experiences from 
Sweden, Denmark and Norway indicate that the emphasis on the participatory aspect of 
LA21 tends to decrease somewhat as LA21 processes advance (e.g. Bjørnæs and Norland 
2002; and see above).  

In Sweden, 65 per cent of the municipalities have actively made efforts to involve local 
inhabitants in the LA21 processes in 2001 (Edström and Eckerberg 2002). Compared with 
the survey results from 1998, however, the efforts to involve citizens have decreased 
radically. In 1998, almost every municipality (97 per cent) in Sweden, reported that they had 
actively involved their inhabitants in LA21 work. As a result of the overall trend from “soft“ 
sector to “hard” sector activities, it seems that the participatory aspect of LA21 is now being 
played down. Still, the fact that two out of three Swedish municipalities are still seeking to 
actively involve inhabitants in LA21 clearly indicates that the LA21 work has not come to a 
stop. We also find that there is a clear connection between the municipalities' general LA21 
efforts and the extent of participatory activities. The municipalities employing Local Agenda 
21 coordinators have been substantially more active in involving citizens in dialogue than the 
others. The same holds for municipalities which have received grants from the Local 
Investment Programme. Somewhat surprisingly, it seems that the LIP’s focus on large 
infrastructure investments, often related to the reduction of energy use and the provision of 
alternative energy, does not evolve at the expense of bottom-up public participation. Rather, 
it seems that it is possible for a municipality to combine bottom-up initiatives with state 
support and relatively extensive projects in the areas of energy and infrastructure (Edström 
and Eckerberg 2002:13). Could it be that, experiencing LA21 initiatives which result in 
environmentally significant change is just what is needed to sustain long-lasting public 
participation?  

There are no figures available for how many Danish municipalities have involved local 
citizens in their Local Agenda 21. There is only an overview of which groups have been 
involved. For this reason, the question is not directly comparable with the results of the other 
countries. However, we find that individual key persons, so-called "firebrands", have played a 
vital role31. 78 municipalities report that individual "firebrands" have been very active in the 
processes, constituting up to 36 per cent of the LA21-active municipalities. Also, 44 per cent 
of the LA21-active municipalities report that the LA21 process includes activities initiated by 
the local inhabitants32. Involving inhabitants more directly through Local Agenda 21, by 
listening to their opinions and supporting bottom-up initiatives and projects, is seen as one of 
the most positive experiences from the work with LA21 (Miljøministeriet 2001:28). It is also 
considered important to let local inhabitants run their own projects, including the 
establishment of Agenda 21 councils/organisations. 

Even in Norway, we now see a slight decrease in efforts relating to the participatory 
aspect of LA21. From 1997 to 2000, the proportion of Norwegian municipalities reporting 
initiatives to increase public participation increased from 39 to 63 per cent. This was also the 
period of introduction and active state support for LA21. 60 per cent of the municipalities 
report having made participatory efforts in 2001, a decrease of three per cent from the year 
before.  
                                                 
31 Question 9: I hvilket omfang deltager grupper m.v. uden for amtet/kommunens egen organisation i lokal Agenda 
21-arbejdet? 
32 Question 10: Har amtet/kommune inden for rammerne af lokal a21 aktiviteter, der er igangsat på borgerinitiativ? 
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In summary, despite a certain reduction in the participatory aspects of LA21 in the region, 
a substantial number of municipalities in all the five Nordic countries are still actively 
encouraging the involvement of local inhabitants in their LA21 efforts.  

Initiatives for involving local inhabitants 
As seen in the previous section, the majority of the municipalities consider efforts to 

increase public participation as essential to their LA21 processes. However, the means by 
which public participation is sought is another matter. In the following section, we will present 
the most common methods used by local authorities in order to increase public participation.   
 
Table 7:    Efforts to increase public participation in 2001 (per cent of respondents - multiple choices 

possible)  

 
Norway Finland Iceland Denmark Sweden* 

Informational material to households 33 44 58 27 36 

Environmental fair, -festival, -day 17 39 25 34 27 

Information through local media 56 72 50 50 35 

Environmental teams or study 
circles  

8 17 25 n.a. 13 

Courses, seminars, visioning 
workshops  

29 27 46 29 30 

Open meetings and discussions 63 53 54 51 31 

Information and contact through the 
Internet 

33 48 46 37 30 

Other 33 24 25 29 24 

N = (163) (104) (24) (192) (307)

*  per cent of all municipalities 
 No/Fi/Is: Hvis ja, hvordan har kommunen gått fram? (Sp.6), Sv: Om ja, hur har kommunen gått tillvâga? (Sp. 13b), Dk: Hvad har 
amtet/kommunen gjort for at skabe /fastholde lokal opmærksomhed om og interesse for lokal Agenda 21? (Sp. 7) 
 

It might be interesting to distinguish between one-way and two-way communication, with 
regard to the dialogue between local authorities and inhabitants. The aspect of continuity of 
the initiatives is also relevant.  

In all countries, we find a high level of initiatives related to the dissemination of LA21 
information by use of information material to the households and through local media (in the 
case of Denmark and Sweden; local press): initiatives that might be classified as traditional 
one-way communication tools. Finland especially has a very high number of municipalities 
making use of the local media for information purposes (72 per cent). The pattern seems to 
be independent of the national LA21 implementation processes. 

Open meetings and discussions, where local inhabitants are invited to take part in direct 
dialogue with local authorities, are the most common LA21 tools for participation and 
dialogue at the local level. As many as 63 per cent of the Norwegian respondents claim to 
have initiated such activity within the last year, while in Denmark, Finland, and Iceland, this 
number reaches around 50 per cent.  

Environmental forums, the dissemination of information and initiation of dialogue through 
the Internet play a substantial role in all countries, while more permanent study circles play 
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only a minor role. The extent to which the different LA21 Internet sites actually are made use 
of, and by whom, is not yet clear. Class and generational differences, as well as the degree 
of urbanisation might affect who will have the ability to participate in such Internet based 
forums (Edström and Eckerberg 2002:13). Nevertheless, with the continuous improvement of 
people’s access to the Internet in the Nordic countries, this type of participative initiative could 
play an increasingly important role in the dialogue between local authorities and their 
inhabitants in a long-term perspective. Looking at the development over time, we find an 
increasing use of the Internet for LA21 purposes: in Denmark we see an increase of 10 per 
cent for the period 1998-2001 (Miljøministeriet 2001:14), while Sweden has shown a minor  
(2 per cent) increase (Edström and Eckerberg 2002). 

2.4.3 Joint efforts by local authorities, businesses and organisations 

An important issue in local environmental policy and the implementation of LA21 today is 
the strengthening of cooperation and partnerships between different local actors, first and 
foremost between local authorities, local businesses and non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs). The national surveys in Norway, Finland and Iceland raised the question of local 
authorities’ efforts to involve local businesses and NGOs in the LA21 processes during the 
previous two years. 
 
Table 8:   The involvement of the business sector and non-governmental organisations in the LA21 

process (per cent of respondents)   

Norway Finland Iceland

Yes 47 32 43 

No 53 68 57 

Total 100 100 100 

N = (265) (197) (35)

No/Fi/Is: Har kommunen gjort noe konkret for å engasjere næringsliv and organisasjoner i arbeidet med Lokal Agenda 21 i 2001? 
(Sp. 7) 
 

Among the three countries, the Norwegian municipalities have been the most active in 
2001 regarding the involvement of the business sector and NGOs in their LA21 efforts. 
Iceland also shows significant involvement, while in Finland less than one third of the LA21-
active municipalities have initiated efforts to involve the two external groups. Given the rather 
low response rate of the Finnish national survey, we might expect the figure to be even lower.   

The Swedish national survey (Edström and Eckerberg 2002:15) focuses on how the local 
authorities experience the interest for LA21 within different groups of actors33. Concerning the 
business sector, 22 per cent of the municipalities judge the interest to be substantial, while as 
many as 65 per cent judge it to be “quite low” or “low”. Concerning the interest among local 
organisations and local community groups, only 23 per cent of the municipalities find it 
substantial, while 71 per cent characterise it as “quite low/low”. In comparison with the former 
survey in 1998, this represents a substantial decrease in interest.  

                                                 
33 Question 15 of the Swedish survey: “Hur upplever man engagementet för det lokala Agenda 21-arbetet bland 
olika aktörer?” 
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In Denmark, the municipalities were asked to what degree different groups of external 
actors took part in the LA21 process34 (Miljøministeriet 2001:17). For the category 
“industry/trade/service”, 30 per cent of the municipalities characterise the group’s 
participation as “active” or “quite active”, while as many as 68 per cent report that this group 
does not take part in the LA21 work at all. Concerning NGOs, environmental organisations 
(Grønne foreninger) are more active: 55 per cent of the LA21-active municipalities find them 
“active” or “quite active”, and 43 per cent “not participating” at all. This finding is more or less 
in line with the results of the national 1998 survey in Denmark.  

Initiatives for involving businesses and organisations  
To gain a more detailed understanding of the results in Table 8, it is important to look into 

the actual strategies employed by the local authorities to involve the business sector and 
NGOs, as presented in Table 9. We find significant differences between the three countries 
Norway, Finland and Iceland.  

 
Table 9:    Efforts for involving businesses and NGOs in the LA21 process (per cent of respondents - 

multiple choices possible)   

Norway Finland Iceland

Forum/network 15 28 13

Joint projects 51 40 27

Seminars, workshops, information etc. 21 52 80

Initiating/supporting certification 53 8 0

Other 18 16 40

N = (265) (197) (35)

No/Fi/Is: Har kommunen konkret gått frem for å  engasjere næringsliv and organisasjoner i arbeidet med Lokal Agenda 21 i 2001? 
(Sp. 8) 
 

Looking first at environmental certification aided by the local authorities, we note the very 
high level of initiatives in Norway (53 per cent of the respondents), in contrast to Finland and 
Iceland where the engagement of local authorities in certification is more or less absent. This 
is most probably a very visible result of a Norwegian certification initiative starting out as a 
local LA21 project: the “Eco-Lighthouse Programme”. The Eco-Lighthouse Programme 
began in 1996, developing industry-specific criteria for certification, as well as programmes 
and strategies for how local authorities can initiate and support the certification of local 
businesses35. Today, the programme receives a grant from the Ministry of the Environment 
and approximately 350 private businesses have received the certification as “Eco-
Lighthouse”, while 163 local authorities have invested in a package to start implementing the 
programme in their own municipality.  

We also find that what we have labelled “joint projects” between local authorities and other 
actors are very common in Norway.  We do not know exactly to what extent the projects 
involve businesses or NGOs, but we know that an organisation called the “Environmental 
Home Guard” (Miljøheimevernet), the Friends of the Earth Norway and the “Central for 
                                                 
34 Question 9 of the Danish survey: “I hvilket omfang deltager grupper m.v. uden for amtet/kommunens egen 
organisation i local Agenda 21-arbejdet?”  
35 For more information, see: http://www.eco-lighthouse.com/  
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voluntary initiatives” (Frivillighetssentralen) all represent nationwide organisations that often 
engage in LA21 projects at the municipal level.  

In Finland and Iceland, “seminars, workshops, information etc.” is the most reported 
category of initiatives. As many as 80 per cent of the Icelandic municipalities that have made 
a move towards involving businesses and NGOs in 2001 have chosen to do so by initiating 
seminars, workshops or other information efforts. This is a much higher level than registered 
in Norway and Finland, where the figures are 52 per cent and 21 per cent respectively. 
However, this high Icelandic rate might be understood in the light of the fact that the country 
is a late-starter with LA21, and that information related efforts usually represent the 
cornerstone of first phase LA21 activities. In the case of Iceland, it is also worth noting that 
there seem to be additional efforts within the area of local businesses and NGOs not 
reflected in the questionnaire, since “other” efforts are reported by as many as 40 per cent of 
the respondents.   

In conclusion, we can say that the involvement of local businesses and NGOs is more 
common in Norway and Finland than in Iceland. In Norway, the certification initiative is 
dominant, while seminars and informative efforts are more important in both Iceland and 
Finland. However, it is important to recognise that the response rate on this question is rather 
low, which could be interpreted as an indication of low priority at the municipal level, even 
among active LA21 municipalities. 

2.5 Realising LA21 at the municipal level 

2.5.1 LA21 and sector integration  

An important condition for a successful implementation of Local Agenda 21 is that the 
different sectors in the municipality are involved in the efforts. All the national surveys raise 
the question of cross-sectoral integration in one way or another, but with some differences in 
the phrasing of the questions and the categories used. The classification used in the Swedish 
survey is so different from the rest of the countries that we have chosen to display the 
Swedish results in a separate table (Table 11). In Norway, Finland and Iceland, the 
municipalities were asked in which sectors LA21 was most successfully integrated. In 
Denmark, they were asked to report on which sectors were considered to have a leading role 
or to be an active participant in LA21. As seen from the tables, the combination of sectors 
considered to be the most active in the different countries reveals relatively distinct and 
different LA21 ”profiles” between the countries.  
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Table 10:  The integration of LA21 in municipal sectors (per cent of active municipalities - multiple 
choices possible)   

 
Norway Finland Iceland Denmark

Education, schools and adolescence 56 77 71 30 

Social sector 14 15 9 28 

Technical sector  59 54 31 87 

Business  24 17 9 n.a. 

Agriculture and forestry 46 27 29 n.a. 

Culture 34 10 3 21 

N = (265) (197) (39) (216)

No/Fi/Is: I hvilke sektorer er integreringen av LA21 mest vellykket? (Sp. 10), Dk: Hvor kraftigt er de enkelte forvaltningssektorer 
involveret? (Sp. 13) 

 
In Norway, the technical and educational sectors are the most involved in the LA21 

processes. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, the agriculture and forestry sector seems to 
have been more integrated in the LA21 processes in Norway than in the other Nordic 
countries. It seems that LA21 in Norway has been less influenced by the “urban” profile that 
is more dominant in the rest of Europe. There might be different reasons for this, one of them 
being that the majority of Norwegian municipalities are rural and with rather low population 
density36. In general, the degree of urbanisation is quite low. We also know that the location 
of the environmental officer within the municipal administration can influence the integration  
of LA21 into different municipal sectors. During the EIM reform (1992-1996) (see Part I), 
when all municipalities were enabled to appoint environmental officers, smaller municipalities 
often merged the state funded part-time position with existing positions within the 
agriculture/forestry administration. Although the small municipalities have been able to 
maintain their environmental officer positions to a lesser extent (Bjørnæs 2002), there may 
still be a discernible effect of the reform when it comes to which sectors are involved in local 
environmental policy. We are not quite sure why the cultural sector seems to have a relatively  
prominent role in Norway compared to the other countries. Finally, we find that Norwegian 
municipalities clearly have taken the lead when it comes to involving the business sector in 
the LA21 efforts. As discussed in the previous section, this is most likely to be a result of the 
success of the “Eco-Lighthouse Programme”.   

In Finland, more than half of the responding municipalities claim to experience a 
successful integration of LA21 in the technical sector. However, Finland is unique with 
respect to the unsurpassed involvement of the educational sector. Almost 80 per cent of 
Finnish LA21-active municipalities have involved the educational sector, focusing particularly 
on the strengthening of environmentally friendly attitudes in schools and among children and 
youth in general, and thereby emphasising LA21 within the “soft” sectors, as discussed 
above.  

In Iceland, the municipalities have clearly emphasised the educational aspects of the 
LA21 process. As many as 71 per cent of the Icelandic LA21-active municipalities have 
integrated LA21 in the educational sector. On the other hand, only one third of the 
respondents highlight the technical sector as being important for the LA21 efforts. One 

                                                 
36 One third of the municipalities have less than 3000 inhabitants.  
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probable reason for this could be that the Icelandic LA21 process gained momentum later 
than those in the other Nordic countries, since education and information might be of 
particular importance in the initiating phase of an implementation process, and thereby more 
easily integrated into the educational sector.  

In no other country is the technical sector as dominant in the LA21 processes as in 
Denmark, and in no country is any sector as integrated into LA21 work as the technical 
sector in Denmark. As many as 87 per cent of the LA21-active municipalities report that the 
technical sector is involved in the local implementation process. Education, schools and 
personal development, however, score rather low in Denmark, thereby indicating the “harder” 
and more  environmentally oriented profile of the Danish LA21s. However, we also notice 
that as many as 28 per cent of the Danish municipalities highlight the social sector as 
important for their LA21 efforts, which is more than is reported in the other Nordic countries. 
Due to the fact that the newly adopted legislation act on LA21 is part of the Planning Act, 
which again, traditionally is classified under the technical sector (Miljøministeriet 2001:21), 
the integration of LA21 into the technical sector will most probably be maintained or even 
increased in the years to come.  

Although making use of a somewhat different classification scheme for the different 
sectors, the Swedish national survey provides us with useful information on the recent 
developments concerning sectoral integration. The survey results confirm that we are seeing 
a transition of LA21 from a “soft” and bottom-up project to a somewhat “harder” and more 
environmentally oriented one (Table 11). Whereas “schools and education” and “child care” 
used to be the dominating sectors in 1998, the situation in 2001 is rather different. Today, 
“waste management” and “environment and health protection” have become equally or more 
important. Also, “land-use and energy management” has grown in importance alongside 
“roads and traffic”, whereas “culture and leisure” and “social services” have been more than 
halved since 1998. The situation has been described as one where the “hard” environmental 
and technical sectors of LA21 have to a larger degree managed to stand their ground since 
1998, whereas most of the reduction in LA21 activity has come in the “soft” sectors, 
particularly involving socio-cultural and educational aspects of LA21 (Edström and Eckerberg 
2002:17). In Sweden, this transition within the municipal efforts towards sustainable 
development is most certainly connected to the introduction of LIP (e.g. Eckerberg 2001; 
Edström and Eckerberg 2002).  
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Table 11:  Integration of LA21 in municipal sectors, Sweden (per cent of all municipalities - multiple 
choices possible)   

1998 2001

Waste management (renhållning) 45 47

Environment and health protection  47 44

Schools/education  59 44

Child care  65 40

Land-use & energy management  27 32

Planning and construction  34 30

Water and sewage 28 27

Roads and traffic 11 15

Culture and leisure 14 8

Social services (vård och omsorg) 17 7

Other social issues 5 4

Municipal economy 4 4

Other 7 8

N = 307 

Sv: Finnes det enligt Din uppfatning några sektorer eller verksamhetsområden i komunen där Agenda 21-prosessen framgångsrikt 
har initierats? (Sp. 19) 
 

In summary; despite the “new dialogue” and participatory aspects introduced to local 
environmental policy with LA21, the technical sector is still very important in LA21 efforts 
across the Nordic countries. In Denmark, more than in any other country, it seems that LA21 
has been strongly connected to the technical sector from the start, and we even see an 
increase in this involvement in the period 1998-2001, from 83 to 87 per cent. In Finland, 
Norway and Sweden, the technical sector is also strongly involved in the local LA21 efforts. 
Despite differences regarding the categorisation, the results of the Swedish survey indicate a 
development in the same direction, with activities classified under the technical sector clearly 
dominating the list, now covering six out of the top eight municipal activities. Also, the few 
areas experiencing an increase in the period 1998-2001 all fall within the sphere of  the 
technical sector. On the other hand, “Education, schools and personal development”, 
referred to as ”soft” sector activities, still score highest in Finland, Iceland and Norway. The 
corresponding figure for Sweden is also at a relatively high level, but the sector has seen a 
dramatic decrease of 15 per cent in three years.  

2.5.2 LA21 and municipal planning  

As stated in chapter 28 of Agenda 21, a key aspect of Local Agenda 21 is about local 
authorities developing and implementing a plan for sustainable development. Still, we find 
substantial differences among the Nordic countries in how the municipalities have reacted to 
the international appeal to develop and implement Local Agenda 21s. The national surveys 
have sought to register to what extent LA21 has resulted in a separate plan, and/or is 
integrated in other municipal planning documents. The question of integration is, however, 
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not easily defined. In some cases it could mean a broad-based and systematic inclusion of 
the principles of LA21 in the overall municipal planning, including indicators for sustainable 
development, a timeframe for action and routines for evaluation and reporting on progress. It 
could however also mean only the occasional and general mention of the term LA21 in some 
planning document. We therefore have to take the municipalities’ own assessment of what 
“integration” means on face value.   
 
Table 12: The status of LA21 and municipal planning (per cent of respondents - multiple choices 

possible)  

Norway Finland Iceland Sweden Denmark

No integration  17 45 31 22 35* 

In established planning documents 80 27 57 68 75** 

A separate LA21 plan is developed  13 46 29 70 19 

N = (261) (189) (35) (268) (200)

* ”Lokal Agenda 21 betragtes som en særlig ”indfaldsvinkel” på arbejdet and er ikke skriftlig Dokumenteret”; ** Summen av 
svaralternativene ”integreret i kommuneplanen” og ”integreret i miljøhandlingsplanen” 
No/Fi/Is: Hvordan er forholdet mellom kommunens LA21-arbeid og kommuneplanleggingen? (Sp. 9), Sv: Hur uppfattar du att 
kommunens Agenda 21-arbete fôrhållar sig til ôversiktsplaneringen idag? (Sp. 20), Dk: Hvilken dokumentasjonsform anvendes for 
lokal Agenda 21? (Sp. 6)  
 

In Norway, LA21 is primarily integrated into existing planning processes and documents. 
Only 13 per cent of the respondents claim either to have developed a separate plan or that 
they are intending to devise one. The development of separate LA21 plans, however, has 
never been strongly promoted by either the Norwegian Ministry of the Environment or 
NALRA, perhaps reflecting experiences of limited outcome or implementation of former 
municipal environmental plans37. However, we find that as many as 80 per cent of the 
municipalities report that LA21 is integrated into established planning documents, a high 
number indeed, perhaps reflecting a strong general planning tradition. Only 17 per cent of 
Norwegian municipalities find LA21 not reflected in planning at all.  

On the other end of the scale we find Sweden, where as many as 186 municipalities, or 
70 per cent, have developed a separate LA21 plan. This has also been strongly promoted by 
the national supportive actors as the first step in municipal LA21 processes since the 
introduction in 1993 (the Swedish Ministry of the Environment and the Swedish Association 
of Local Authorities; see also Part I). As mentioned above, today however, as many as 34 out 
of the 186 municipalities report that the plans have had their day. To what extent the LA21 
plans of the other countries are being followed-up, is not known. Interestingly, in Sweden, the 
development of separate LA21 plans does not offset the integration of LA21 into established 
planning documents. As many as 68 per cent of the municipalities also claim to have 
achieved such integration.  

The development of a separate LA21 plan or document is also the dominant approach in 
Finland, although not to the extent that we see in Sweden. The development of municipal 
strategy documents for sustainable development as part of the LA21 process is a well-
established approach, following in line with the national efforts within this area of concern 

                                                 
37 The experiences from the EIM reform, including approximately 90 municipalities taking on the development of 
municipal environmental plans (e.g. Aall 2001).  
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(see Part I). In contrast to the Swedish status, almost half the Finnish municipalities report 
that there are no plans for further integration of LA21.  

In Denmark, we find very much the same pattern as in Norway. Denmark experienced an 
increase of 7 per cent in the integration of LA21 into existing planning documents for the 
period 1998-2001 (Miljøministeriet 2001:13). This trend seems to develop at the expense of 
developing LA21s as separate planning documents, a category in which we can register a 
decrease from 23 per cent in 1998, to 19 per cent in 2001. Also, the number of municipalities 
not finding it necessary to formalise LA21 into planning documents is decreasing. It therefore 
seems that Local Agenda 21 is increasingly rooted in the municipal planning system.  

Although a relative newcomer to LA21, the local authorities in Iceland have to a large 
extent integrated LA21 into existing municipal planning documents. Also, the development of 
a separate LA21 plan in one third of the responding municipalities is far higher than the 
corresponding number for LA21-active municipalities in both Norway and Denmark.     

2.6 The role of national support 

2.6.1 Support of external actors at the local, regional and national levels 

Continuing from the discussions in Part I, on the national authorities’ supportive efforts for 
the local implementation of LA21, it is interesting to take a closer look at how the local 
authorities themselves experience the support that has been available to them in their LA21 
work during the last two years. 

 
Table 13:   Actors seen by local authorities as the most important support for their LA21 efforts 

(per cent of respondents - multiple choices possible)  

Norway Finland Iceland

Ministry of the Environment/ national 
authorities 

34 9 40 

Other municipalities 33 72 43 

Association of Local (and Regional) 
Authorities 

36 40 60 

Regional centres, nodes, etc. 41 51 0 

Environmental organisations 41 36 17 

Knowledge institutions 19 6 11 

National website 18 0 71 

Other 24 32 20 

N = (265) (197) (39)

No/Fi/Is: Hvilke aktører har vært nyttige i kommunens arbeid med LA21 de siste to år? (Sp. 12/13), Sv: Hur stort direkt eller 
indirekt stôd uppfattar Du att insatser från føljande organ haft fôr Din kommuns Agenda 21-arbete? (Sp. 27) 
  
Commenting first on Finland, we see that Finnish municipalities clearly have found most 

support from other municipalities. As many as 72 per cent of the Finnish respondents see 
other municipalities as being among the most important supporters of their own LA21 efforts. 
As discussed in Part I, the municipalities in Finland started off LA21 processes long before 
the initiation of any national efforts. Also, the “sharing” of municipal LA21 coordinators (or 
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environmental officers) across municipal borders is very common in Finland38. This is 
interesting as it might reveal a difference with regard to the local sense of ”ownership” of the 
LA21 process in Finland, as compared to countries where the implementation of LA21 
comes more as a result of a top-down initiative. The impression of a stronger bottom-up 
character of LA21 in Finland is further strengthened by the fact that the Regional 
Environmental Centres and the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities 
(AFLRA) are seen as the second and third most important, while only a few municipalities (9 
per cent) find national authorities, i.e. the Finnish National Commission for Sustainable 
Development (FNCSD), as being among the most important supportive actors. In light of the 
national authorities’ strategy for the implementation of LA21, or the lack of such a supportive 
strategy, the municipal perception of who is most important in giving support is not surprising. 
AFLRA is the only national organisation establishing supportive efforts for the municipalities 
in Finland. Even if funding for LA21-support from the Regional Environmental Centres was 
limited to 1998, the centres are still mentioned as having been important during the last two 
years by as many as 51 per cent of the municipalities. The regional centres have now 
reduced or even terminated most of their LA21 activities (see Part I).  

In Norway, the support for LA21 as experienced by municipalities is evenly distributed 
between a range of actors, although the regional support positions, or “nodes”, and 
environmental organisations reach the highest level of “acknowledgment” by the 
municipalities. Concerning the environmental organisations, we believe that particularly the 
anti-consumerist NGO - the “Environmental Home Guard” - has played an active role as a 
partner to local authorities in local projects. The Norwegian Ministry of the Environment and 
the Norwegian Association of Local and Regional Authorities are seen by the municipalities 
as being of equal importance, an interesting finding given the very close cooperation 
between the two within this field. Other municipalities are only mentioned as important by a 
third of the respondents.  

As described in Part I of this report, an integral part of the national Icelandic LA21 
campaign has been the establishment of a national LA21 coordinator. The LA21 coordinator 
has emphasised the dissemination of information and providing guidance on LA21 by means 
of a website. It is therefore no big surprise that the Icelandic municipalities find this effort the 
most important support to their own LA21 processes. Both the Association of Local 
Authorities in Iceland (ALAI) and the Icelandic Ministry of the Environment stand behind the 
national LA21 campaign, although ALAI seems to receive far more credit for it.  

Given the amount of financial and political support available to Swedish municipalities, 
surprisingly few of these seem to consider support from external actors as very important for 
their own Local Agenda 21 efforts (Table 14). Still, the results from 2001 represents a 
marginal increase in the level of support experienced by the municipalities (Edström and 
Eckerberg 2002:19). Not surprisingly, the Swedish Ministry of the Environment, which is 
responsible for the allocation of the LIP funding, is seen as the most important supportive 
actor for local action. 21 per cent of the municipalities claim to find support in the efforts of the 
National Committee for Agenda 21 and Habitat (Edström and Eckerberg 2002; see also Part 
I). The support to the municipalities from the Swedish Association of Local Authorities 
(SALA), on the other hand, is now weaker than it was a few years ago. This may indicate a 

                                                 
38 Concerning inter-municipal cooperation, in Denmark, as many as 42.9 per cent of the LA21-active municipalities 
claim to have initiated joint LA21 projects with neighbouring municipalities on cross-border problems 
(Miljøministeriet 2002:19). This is almost a 3 per cent increase from the 1998 figure. We do not have corresponding 
figures for other Nordic countries. 
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reduction in the organisation’s efforts towards the municipalities over recent years. The same 
holds for “Kommunernas länsförbund”, which is now seen as an important support by 19 per 
cent of the municipalities compared with 32 per cent three years ago. Also, the role of the 
“Naturvårdverket” seems to have diminished over the last three years. The present trend 
might be seen as an indication of a process where Swedish LA21 is moving in the direction 
of a stronger integration with national environmental goals, following from the constantly 
closer connections between LA21 and the municipal local investment programmes (see Part 
I).  

 
Table 14:    Actors perceived by Swedish municipalities to be providing important support on LA21  

(per cent of Swedish municipalities - multiple choices possible)* 

2001 1998

Swedish Association of Local Authorities 20 32 

Local Authorities’ Regional Associations (Kommunernas 
länsförbund) 

19 32 

National Committee for Agenda 21 and Habitat 21 26 

Swedish Ministry of the Environment/LIP Division** 32 - 

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 21 24 

The National Board of Housing, Building and Planning 5 6 

Sweden’s County Administrations 22 16 

N = (262) (280)

* The categories “very” supportive and “quite” supportive have been merged into one figure 
** Division within the Ministry of the Environment responsible for the allocation of funding within LIP (see also Part I) 
Sv: Hur stort uppfattas det direkta eller indirekta stödet från följande organ? (Sp.27) 

2.6.2 Funding of LA21 activities 

In the context of the available national funding for municipal LA21 efforts since Rio, as 
outlined in Part I, it is interesting to understand the actual distribution of national LA21 
funding, as well as the allocation of resources for LA21 purposes at the municipal level.  

 
Table 15:    Number of municipalities receiving external and/or allocating funding for LA21 efforts (per 

cent of respondentsj - multiple choices possible) 

 

Received external 
funding 

Funding allocated 
within local budget 

Funding neither 
received nor 

allocated 

N =  2001 2002 2001 2002 2001 2002

Norway (265) 36 17 42 37 78 58

Sweden* (261) n.a. n.a. 69 67 n.a. n.a.

Finland (196) 19 17 45 37 52 61

Iceland (35) 9 9 60 63 29 29

* Per cent of all municipalities 
No/Fi/Is: Har kommunen mottatt eksterne midler eller satt av budsjettmidler til LA21-aktivitet i 2001 og 2002 (ut over midler til 
miljøvernstilling generelt?) (Sp. 4), Sv: Har kommunen avsatt särskilda budgetmedel för Agenda 21-arbetet? (Sp.11) 
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The number of municipalities receiving and/or allocating funding for LA21 activities is 
clearly diminishing in Norway, Sweden and Finland. Regarding external funding, Norway has 
experienced a substantial decrease, from 36 per cent of the responding municipalities in 
2001 to only 17 per cent in 2002. In the context of the Norwegian Government’s current lack  
of priority for such incentives for local efforts (see Part I), this finding does not come as a 
surprise. Neither does the reported low level of external funding in Finland, where no 
coordinated funding schemes or support system in the area of LA21 is available for local 
authorities. In Sweden, on the other hand, as many as 160 municipalities (55 per cent of all 
Swedish municipalities) have received funding from the national government for local 
investment programmes within the period 1998-2002 (IEH 2002). When 70 per cent of the 
municipalities39 also think that LIP has affected the Local Agenda 21 work in a positive 
manner (Edström and Eckerberg 2002:20), this figure might also indicate the extent of 
external funding provided for LA21. Not only covering far more municipalities than in Norway 
and Finland, the amount of Swedish funding is also much higher than for the other countries 
(see Part I).   

Regarding funding allocated within municipal budgets, the figures are not entirely 
comparable. The Swedish figures represent the proportion of all municipalities, while the 
other figures are proportions of the respondents of the surveys. Nevertheless, Table 15 most 
certainly reveals large differences between the Nordic countries. As many as 67 per cent of 
the Swedish municipalities have allocated municipal funding for LA21 activities in 2002. Even 
if this represents a decrease of two per cent, and despite the aforementioned difference in 
the sample of municipalities, it clearly exceeds the figures for both Norway and Finland, 
where only 37 per cent of the responding municipalities have allocated funding within the 
2002 budget. Also, the decrease of 7-8 per cent in local funding in Norway and Finland is far 
larger than is seen in Sweden. This means that the reduction in national funding of LA21 in 
Norway and Finland is not compensated for by an increase in local allocations, leading us to 
believe that the level of LA21 activity in Norway and Finland will most likely diminish further in 
the following years. The widespread allocation of internal resources for LA21 at the municipal 
level in Sweden must be understood in light of the directions for LIP support, stating that the 
national funding in most cases must be followed by additional municipal funding.  

In Iceland, the funding situation has been more or less stable in 2001-2002. While 
external funding is rare, the allocation of funding over municipal budgets is rather common 
among the LA21-active municipalities (60-63 per cent of the respondents). National funding 
of LA21 activities is not part of the overall LA21 implementation campaign in Iceland (see 
Part I).  

All in all, the majority of municipalities in Norway and Finland do not receive external 
funding nor allocate municipal funding for LA21 efforts, while the majority of the Swedish 
municipalities have some sort of funding available for LA21 initiatives. Based on the 
information above it seems that less than one-third of the Swedish municipalities do not have 
any available funding, external or internal, for LA21 in 2002.  

In the Danish survey, the information on local allocation of budget funding on LA21 is 
slightly different, but worth noting (Miljøministeriet 2001:21).  

                                                 
39 Indicated by 70 per cent of the municipalities that have received LIP funding (question 23). 
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Table 16:    Local allocation of funding to LA21 initiatives in Danish municipalities (multiple choices 
possible, per cent of LA21-active municipalities) 

1998 2001

Information and campaigns for the inhabitants on LA21 43,5 49,5

Information and campaigns for businesses on LA21 12,5 19,4

Funding of LA21 activities initiated by local community groups 35,5 40,7

Education/guidance of regional and/or local civil servants 30 32,9

N = (152)  

Dk: Er der anvendt budgetmidler til nedenstående aktiviteter? (Sp.14) 
 
While Norway, Sweden and Finland all experience a decrease in local funding of LA21 

efforts, Danish LA21-active municipalities increase their funding across all the four areas 
covered by the survey: information and mobilisation campaigns directed respectively towards 
citizens and businesses, projects initiated by local community groups and educational efforts 
towards civil servants within the organisation. This clearly indicates a continual emphasis on 
local mobilisation as part of the Danish LA21 efforts, in addition to the external funding  of 
encouraging projects initiated by local authorities through the Green Funds, as outlined in 
Part I.  

2.7 Local Agenda 21 – has it made a difference?  
As part of our evaluation of the Nordic LA21 processes, we also wanted the municipalities 

to give us their opinion on whether they thought Local Agenda 21 had ”made a difference” for 
the municipality’s local environmental policy.  
 
Table 17:  Municipalities regarding LA21 as having “made a difference” (per cent of respondents) 

Norway Finland Iceland Denmark

Yes  38 64 71 45 

No 62 36 29 55 

Total 100 100 100 100 

N = (265) (195) (34) (186)

No/Fi/Is: Har etter din vurdering LA21 hatt noen vesentlig betydning for behandlingen av miljørelaterte saker i kommunen? (Sp. 
13/14), Dk: Kan der efter igangsættelsen af lokal Agenda 21 peges på konkrete eksempler på politiske beslutninger, hvor 
bæredyktighedsovervejelser and dialog med borgerne har fået en ny and øget vægt i forhold til tidligere? (sp.19) 
 

Initially, it should be emphasised that this question is rather difficult to answer, and even 
more so the longer the municipalities have been involved in LA21 processes as it is often the 
person who has been responsible for the LA21 efforts who answers our survey 
(Miljøministeriet 2001:26). Nevertheless, and somewhat surprisingly, a much larger share of 
the municipalities in Finland and Iceland than in Norway report that LA21 has had a 
significant positive influence on the treatment of environmental issues at the municipal level. 
Whereas 71 per cent of the Icelandic and 64 per cent of the Finnish municipalities think that 
LA21 has had a positive effect on local environmental policy, the same figure is only 38 per 
cent in Norway and 45 per cent in Denmark.  
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Based on the overall findings of the national surveys, as well as the outline of the Nordic 
countries’ national strategies for the implementation of LA21 (Part I), we would like to 
highlight two aspects that to some extent might be of importance for the understanding of the 
above findings: 1) national support and promotion of LA21, and 2) the local sense of 
“ownership” to LA21. Iceland would, however, have to be an exception, still considered to be 
the “enthusiastic newcomer”. 

In Finland, the LA21 processes have a distinct bottom-up character, and we therefore 
expect the sense of “ownership” to the concept and processes to be strong. The initiative to 
start processes for the implementation of LA21 came from the municipal level, not long after 
UNCED (1992), and in the wake of this, the Association of Finnish Local and Regional 
Authorities (AFLRA) has been the leading actor in supporting the municipalities. The 
impression of an apparent “bottom-up” process is also confirmed by the figures in Table 13, 
where as many as 72 per cent of the Finnish respondents indicate “other municipalities” as 
being among the most important supportive actors for their own LA21 efforts. The Finnish 
national authorities have from the start emphasised their responsibility for the work towards 
sustainable development by developing national strategies. However, the efforts towards the 
local level have been marginal (see Part I). The strong bottom-up character of LA21 might 
create the foundation for a sense of local importance.  

In Norway, at the national level, “Local Agenda 21” has never obtained a high political 
status, as has happened in e.g. Sweden (see Part I). Not only was LA21 not introduced 
actively to the municipal level until four years after Rio, but lately the national support for the 
further implementation of LA21 has been crumbling away. Most likely, this is now providing a 
powerful signal to the municipalities when it comes to the importance of Local Agenda 21 and 
local sustainability in general. This must also be understood against the background of 
Norwegian LA21 being more of a centrally initiated project than it was in Finland. Even if 
some Norwegian municipalities grasped the notion of LA21 at an early stage, the introduction 
of LA21 in 1996 most certainly came from above, by way of the parliamentary White Paper 
no.58 (see Part I) and the following supportive “programme” financed by the national 
authorities. This might have led to a weakening of the municipalities’ sense of ownership to 
LA21, leaving LA21 highly vulnerable to reductions in national support.  

In the wake of the Danish legislation act on LA21, the number of municipalities actually 
regarding LA21 as not having made any difference to the municipal environmental policy, is 
surprisingly high. In addition to giving it political legitimacy, the national authorities’ strategic 
move to give LA21 a stronger legal status is a signal that LA21 is important. However, the 
municipalities do not respond accordingly. Only a minority of the LA21-active municipalities 
actually characterise LA21 as being significant for the local environmental policy. Perhaps 
conflicting political signals from the national level in Norway and Denmark may have 
weakened the sense of local “ownership” of LA21, and provoked a local opposition to the 
national obligations. It remains to be seen whether the legal initiative in Denmark will vitalise 
the local processes.  

2.7.1 Expectations for LA21 in the future  

Our final question relates to what expectations the municipalities hold for future efforts on 
Local Agenda 21.  
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Table 18:  The expectations for the future level of the LA21 effort (per cent of respondents) 

Norway Finland Iceland Denmark*

Level of efforts will increase 37 27 76 39 

Level of efforts will decrease 6 15 0 5 

Level of efforts will be unchanged 57 59 24 56 

Total 100 100 100 100 

N = (268) (198) (34) (208)

* per cent of active LA21 municipalities  
No/Fi/Is: Hvordan forventer du at satsingen på LA21 i din kommune vil utvikle seg i 2002? (Sp.3/4) Dk: Hvordan forventes 
aktivitetsnivået inden for rammerne af lokal Agenda 21 at blive i 2001 sammenlignet med 2000? (Sp.20) 

 
As for the earlier question of political interest (Table 4), we also find a stabilising trend 

concerning future expectations for LA21 efforts. In Norway, Finland and Denmark, more than 
half of the responding municipalities40 expect the level of LA21 activity to be the same for the 
next as for the current year. A smaller group of municipalities expect an increase in the level 
of activity. The figure of 39 per cent in Denmark, a rather high percentage, must be seen in 
light of the aforementioned LA21 legislation act, “obliging” the municipalities to develop 
strategies for their further implementation of LA21 every fourth year starting from 2003.  

The Finnish municipalities express a much more pessimistic prospect of the future LA21 
processes, where 15 per cent of the respondents expect a decrease in the activity level, and 
“only” 27 per cent expect an increase. It is not dramatic, but worth noticing, especially in light 
of today’s lack of a national support of LA21 efforts at the municipal level. In Iceland, on the 
contrary, as many as 76 per cent expect an increase in LA21 efforts, indicating that the 
potential for further LA21 efforts is still large.  

It is common to all countries that the number of municipalities expecting an increase of the 
activity level is higher than the number of municipalities expecting a decrease. Nevertheless, 
both for Norway and Denmark, this represents a reduction. In 2000, 56 per cent of the 
respondents in Norway stated that they expected an increase (Bjørnæs and Lafferty 
2000:31), and similarly, 67 per cent of the Danish municipalities and counties expected an 
increase (Miljøministeriet 2001:27). This might indicate that the municipalities’ imple-
mentation of LA21 has reached a level of saturation.    

                                                 
40 Per cent of LA21-active municipalities in Denmark. 
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3 PROSPECTS FOR FUTURE PROGRESS 

The outline and discussion of both national strategies and local status of LA21 in the 
Nordic countries that we have presented in this report enable us to outline some prospects 
for the future progress on LA21 in the Nordic region.  

Sweden is now in the middle of a major period of change and consolidation concerning 
both the contents of and political interest in LA21. While as many as 40 per cent of Swedish 
municipalities report that the political interest in LA21 has decreased since 1998, the level of 
available resources for local environmental efforts has never been larger, due to the Local 
Investment Program and the later local climate program (Klimp, 2002-2004). Sweden has 
ensured a continuity in their efforts for local ecological sustainability by channelling 
considerable resources into local environmental projects. At the same time, there has been a 
reduction in the participative and grassroots-oriented aspects of LA21. The paradox is that 
there seems to be no fundamental conflict between the hard projects of LIP and the more 
participation-oriented LA21. According to 70 per cent of the municipalities receiving LIP 
support, the LIP funding has also strengthened the LA21 processes. This may be an 
indication that in order to facilitate discussion and local democracy, there must be real issues 
to discuss and not local democracy merely for the sake of local democracy. Also, by 
concentrating the funding to larger municipalities with comprehensive project applications, 
Sweden has in reality departed from the conventional way of thinking about municipal reform 
in the Nordic countries: that is, that all municipalities should be treated equally and that the 
participation of all municipalities is a primary goal.  

Finland seems to be the country that is least able to maintain a momentum in its LA21 
efforts, despite the fact that a majority of the local respondents in our survey in Finland claim 
that LA21 has made a difference to their local environmental policy. Several findings support 
the somewhat gloomy assumption that Finnish LA21 has come to a stop: 1) Finland has the 
highest number of municipalities that have been involved in LA21 at an earlier stage, but 
have now ended the activities; 2) many municipalities experience a decreasing political 
interest in LA21; 3) the participation of local inhabitants, business and NGOs has been lower 
in the last years than in the other Nordic countries; and 4) three times as many municipalities 
expect a decrease in the LA21 efforts in the years to come than in the other Nordic countries. 
Also, LA21 is not integrated into existing municipal planning documents to the same extent 
as in the other countries. Currently, the municipalities that are still active are each others' best 
supporters, while no national organisation or authority is strategically investing in supportive 
efforts towards the municipalities.  

Despite a late response, the national authorities in Denmark have recognised LA21 as 
being important for local environmental policy, and this seems to have helped keep a certain 
momentum in the Danish LA21. The Danish solution for upholding this momentum has been 
to use the legal instrument available through the Planning Act. After the amendment of this 
act, municipalities are now more or less obliged to develop strategies for LA21 and to report 
on their implementation on a regular basis. They are also encouraged to further strengthen 
their LA21 efforts. This certainly conveys a signal of the importance of the sustainability 
perspective in local environmental policy. Even if only half of the municipalities with LA21 
processes today think that LA21 has made a substantial difference to their local 
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environmental policy, as many as three out of four municipalities have actually integrated the 
perspectives of LA21 into existing municipal planning documents, and 95 per cent of the 
municipalities expect that the future level of LA21 efforts will either be unchanged or 
increased. We also find a high level of municipal allocation of funding for LA21 efforts in the 
area of education and mobilisation of key actors for future progress.  

It remains to be seen if the legal instrument alone is strong enough to ensure a continued 
effort for local sustainability. We see a danger that the reporting from the municipalities could 
become primarily rhetoric or symbolic window-dressing, but all in all we are cautiously 
optimistic for the future prospects of LA21 in Denmark.  

Despite a late response from the national authorities, Norway did for a while experience a 
rapid growth in the number of municipalities engaging in LA21 efforts. In the last two years, 
however, the regional LA21 nodes, the LA21 secretariat within the Ministry of the 
Environment  and the LA21-supportive efforts of most environmental organisations, have all 
more or less been terminated. As a result of the national support coming to an end, we 
believe that the local efforts are likely to follow the same path. The situation in Norway 
concerning local environmental policy can at the moment best be described as one of 
confusion and lack of clear direction. Although national authorities have promoted the 
importance of global environmental questions, as well as a North – South perspective at the 
local level for the past six years, it now seems very unclear what local authorities are 
expected and encouraged to do. So far, the political signals point in the direction of all the 
efforts put into LA21 being reversed and that local authorities are expected to return to a 
more traditional focus on municipal environmental policy, solely involving local environmental 
questions. Paradoxically,  at the time of our recent national survey in Norway, as many as 94 
per cent of the respondents from the municipalities expect either an increased or unchanged 
level of LA21 activity. Based on the experience from Finland, however, we suspect this figure 
to be very different after a year or two with no national support. If this was to become the 
situation, it would demonstrate a striking lack of continuity, although it still remains to be seen 
what will be the result of the policy process in Norway. The planned national follow-up of the 
recent national strategy for sustainable development will be one decisive process influencing 
the outcome of the present situation.  

Although only a small number of Icelandic municipalities are taking part in the country’s 
LA21 efforts, they represent a large majority of the Icelandic population. Among the partaking 
Icelandic municipalities we find a high level of enthusiasm over the national LA21 campaign. 
The focus of the local processes has to a large degree been a result of the information and 
signals from the national campaign and its coordinator. Since no funding has been provided 
by the national authorities or organisations, a large number of the LA21-active municipalities 
state that they have provided funding for LA21 activities through their municipal budgets, both 
in 2001 and 2002. 100 per cent of the LA21-active municipalities in Iceland also expect an 
increased or unchanged level of activity in the years to come. 

The profile of the Icelandic LA21 process today is, however, quite “soft”, with educational 
and informational efforts and local grassroots community projects dominating, in addition to 
the reduction of chemical use. As seen in the other Nordic countries who have started LA21 
processes earlier, this soft approach is a natural, and maybe necessary, first step of an LA21 
implementation process. Great efforts are made to involve the inhabitants in the local 
processes, by use of information and open meetings and seminars. The information and 
other efforts towards increased participation targeted at businesses or NGOs are less 
significant, and only around ten municipalities have been involved in joint projects with these 
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Prospects for future progress  

groups. We see the outcome of the Icelandic LA21 as very open-ended. If the national 
bodies are able to build on the enthusiasm experienced in the early phase of the campaign, 
maintain continuity in the process and consequently transform it into local results with 
environmental impact, we are optimistic. However, as experienced in other countries, local 
enthusiasm can easily end in confusion if continuity and direction in the national efforts are 
lost.   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: The Netherlands 

Introduction 

The Dutch position towards LA21 has since 1992 always been ambivalent. In the 
Netherlands, LA21 was not a turning point in policy as it had been in other countries such as 
Great Britain. The story of the Dutch case was that key players interpreted LA21 as an 
initiative which provided only a limited added value to existing initiatives in Dutch political 
culture. This explains, to a large extent, the current state of affairs. This has to be seen in the 
context of the Netherlands as an advanced country in terms of environmental policy and 
sustainable development. This position creates, on the one hand, an excellent foundation for 
implementing LA21 (Coenen 1998) but at the same time, it places heavy burdens on the 
interpretation of LA21 as a new and worthwhile initiative (Coenen 2001). 

The position of the Netherlands as a pioneer in environmental policy led to questions 
about the Dutch implementation of Agenda 21 in general. As the Minister of Environment, 
Pronk (1999), expressed it, the questions were; did we need a national strategy for 
sustainable development as the Netherlands already had their own national environmental 
policy plan? Did we need to stimulate LA21? Dutch municipalities were already implementing 
their environmental policy at an adequate level. What could LA21 add to this? 

This ambivalent position towards LA21 is recognisable on both the municipal and the 
national level. These doubts about the added value of LA21, together with the growing 
emphasis on the self-responsibility of local authorities for their environmental policy, were the 
key explanations for the shape that national policies on LA21 took. It also explains the lack of 
a written national strategy with clear goals and ambitions.  

The basic conditions for LA21 looked very favourable and in line with key characteristics 
of LA21. Dutch municipalities were well ahead with environmental policy, sustainable 
development had become a political issue and experiences with participation in 
environmental policy had been gained. Nevertheless, in the last few years, LA21 in the 
Netherlands has continually run the risk of slowly fading out. Somehow, the Dutch had 
difficulty in fitting LA21 into their ongoing policies and existing structures. Three processes 
were crucial to understand where LA21 could be fitted in in the Netherlands:  

− an ongoing process of local environmental policy administrative capacity building in the nineties; 
− a process of decentralisation and growing self-responsibility of local authorities, particularly in the 

environmental policy field; 
− ongoing processes of political, administrative and democratic modernisation.  
 

The state of affairs of LA21 in the Netherlands is closely linked with the so-called VOGM-
funding. In the nineties, there was an ongoing process of local environmental policy 
administrative capacity building. Since 1990, the municipalities and the provinces have been 
allocated extra funds to improve and expand their administrative capacity. The reason for this 
assistance programme was the dissatisfaction with the implementation of environmental 
policy at the local level, largely caused by the lack of capacity within municipalities. 
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These funds have been provided under the BUGM and FUN programmes41 (from 1990 to 
1995) and their successor, the VOGM42 (from 1996 to 1998). The targets to be achieved at 
the municipal level of government were based on the notion of ‘added value for funds’ and 
laid down in the ‘Central Plan for Enacting the National Environmental Policy Plan’ (NEPP) 
for the municipalities. This implementation plan acted as a form of contract between the 
Association of Dutch Municipalities (VNG) and the Ministry for Housing, Spatial Planning and 
the Environment. To guarantee the minimum level of resources necessary for effective 
implementation, a population of 70,000 inhabitants was necessary in order to qualify for 
funding. This meant that smaller municipalities had to enter into cooperative alliances to take 
part in the scheme. The Environment Inspectorate was responsible for annual inspections 
and for monitoring the licensing. The second funding scheme, the VOGM, was designed to 
strengthen the role of municipalities in implementing the second NEPP for the period 1996 to 
1998, and gave municipalities more freedom to set their own priorities. Among the choices 
available was an ‘action’ on Local Agenda 21 (which we return to below).  

The period of earmarked funding for environmental policy, in terms of contracts and ‘value 
for money’, was, in contrast with the general tendency in the nineties, towards 
decentralisation and growing self-responsibility for local authorities. In recent years there has 
been a general tendency towards more policy freedom in the environmental policy field on 
the local level. Existing regulations and national standards in the area of spatial urban 
planning, noise abatement and soil remediation were often considered too rigid, and a formal 
application would severely hinder urban development. It would not be suitable at this time to 
force any commitments, not even international commitments, on municipalities. LA21 was 
already a task choice within the VOGM and was not forced upon all municipalities. 

Finally, the Dutch had problems in fitting LA21 into ongoing processes of political, 
administrative and democratic modernisation. There are many similarities between LA21 as 
a process of democratic renewal and these other processes – but LA21 involves, of course, 
much more than a remedial measure for repairing the gap between local politicians and 
citizens.  

Organisation at the national level of governance: LA21 as central government policy 

Organisation 
The Netherlands did not establish a National Commission on Sustainable Development 

after Rio. The formal argumentation was that the Dutch National Environmental Policy 
Planning Procedures (NEPP) already involved various governmental and non-governmental 
actors and agencies. However, there are several advisory boards and scientific councils that 
perform functions very similar to a national commission. In general, the Netherlands has a 
long tradition of government consultation with various social groups, often institutionalised in 
tripartite forums with government, employers and labour unions. In such a forum, the Social 
Economic Council (Sociaal Economische Raad, SER), environmental questions are 
incorporated into social and economic issues. Other more scientific expert advisory boards 
are the Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) and the VROM-council. 

                                                 
41 BUGM is a government-sponsored programme called `Contribution to implementing the municipal environmental 
policy decree’; FUN stands for `Funding the Implementation of the National Environmental Policy Plan’.  
42 VOGM in Dutch refers to the government-sponsored programme 'Supplementary contribution scheme for 
developing municipal environmental policy'. 
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There is no specific LA21-unit within national government. Coordination of LA21-activities 
is undertaken by civil servants at the Ministry of the Environment who have the responsibility 
for the contact between national and local government. During the VOGM-funding these 
responsibilities lay within the unit that was responsible for the VOGM-implementation. 

Key-players on the national level are separate from the Ministry of the Environment 
(VROM), the Association of Dutch Municipalities (VNG) and the NCDO. In this national 
commission, around 50 NGO’s from all sectors of society participate in the debate on 
sustainable development at the national level. Within the NCDO, all important NGOs are 
represented. The commission also consults with the government on issues concerning 
international meetings such as the CSD. Other major key players are, of course, the 
municipalities themselves and in some cases regional inter-municipal networks who work 
together on LA21, the Environment Inspectorate, and consultancy firms. Other ministries 
have been partly involved in national LA21 policies, in particular, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs feels some responsibility for the implementation of Agenda 21 and the global aspect of 
LA21. The Ministry of International Cooperation also takes an interest in this global aspect 
and is involved in LA21 through their co-sponsorship of the NCDO. Although the sustainable 
development and international cooperation falls under separate programmes and budgets, 
international cooperation has become more prominent in stimulating LA21. Through the 
changing of criteria in the LA21 fund this will increase further. 

At the beginning of 1994, the Dutch LA21 Steering Group was formed. It was aided and 
coordinated by the predecessor of the NCDO, called PDO (Platform for Sustainable 
Development). VNG and VROM have the status of observers in this steering group. The 
steering group organises broader meetings with representatives of organisations within the 
LA21 field several times a year.  

Policies 
Dutch government policy on LA21 can be examined in three periods: 
− the pre-VOGM period from 1992 to the end of 1995; 
− the VOGM-period from 1996 to 1998; 
− the post VOGM period after 1998. 

Pre-VOGM period 
During the whole ‘Rio plus nine’ period, the attention paid to LA21 in national government 

policy documents was very limited. The documents produced directly after RIO devoted 
relatively little attention to the role of the municipalities and provinces. Municipalities were 
mentioned as one of several major groups which had an important role to play in 
implementing policy, but were not given the same amount of attention as other groups (the 
young, for example). During this initial stage, there was a difference between the reactions to 
Agenda 21 and LA21. The initial communications and documents issued after Rio were 
mainly concerned with the consequences of UNCED at the national level. In July 1993, 
Parliament was presented with an overview of the changes deemed necessary in Dutch 
policies and law (States General 1992-1993, no. 22031, 16). The departments responsible 
had compared present policies with the contents and prescriptions of Agenda 21. The main 
conclusion was that the goals and actions of Agenda 21 were, to a significant degree, 
already being pursued under current policies in the Netherlands. It was also pointed out, 
however, that there were numerous recommendations and actions that still had to be put into 
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action. The complete version of Agenda 21 was translated into Dutch and disseminated with 
other information to the ‘major groups’. 

For this reason, the emphasis in the Netherlands was placed on implementing the 
National Environmental Policy Plan as a major strategy. As mentioned above, the second 
NEPP (March 1994) not only discussed the responsibilities of the Dutch government for the 
implementation of Agenda 21, but it also created a direct link with LA21 and stressed the 
importance of the role of local communities in the implementation of Agenda 21.  

The second NEPP, and thus national government, did not set clear targets or strategies 
as to the status of LA21 after four years. At the beginning of 1996, the LA21 Steering Group 
declared that its goal was to achieve a broad-based LA21 process in all Dutch municipalities 
within the next five years (Duurzaam, 20 March 1996). In 2002, every Dutch municipality 
should have an LA21 process. The way to achieve this was, according to the NCDO, 
increased work by the Commission itself. The steering group produced its own progress 
report in December 1995. In a new campaign, advisory teams were assembled to visit 
municipalities on request, and regional meetings were organised where pioneering 
municipalities could inform other municipalities about the value of LA21. 

The VOGM-period 
The second period of Dutch Government policy on LA21 to be discussed is the VOGM-

period from 1996 to 1998. As only approximately 30 Dutch municipalities had begun before 
the VOGM-funding, the majority of the more than 140 municipalities that choose LA21 as a 
VOGM policy priority were starting an LA21 process. 
The policy of the Ministry of the Environment on LA21 was a direct result of the way the 
earmarked funding was dealt with. The underlying principle was ‘value for money’. The 
Inspectorate that had to audit the LA21-task opted for ‘LA21 action plans’ in their guidelines 
and favoured ‘concrete projects’ that made visible where the municipalities spent their 
money. Further, because the VOGM-funding programme was an environmental policy-
funding scheme, LA21 was widely considered to be an environmental initiative. As a 
consequence of this attention to concrete projects, the global dimension of Dutch LA21s is 
often very weak.  

During the VOGM period, there was already an intensification of the VOGM campaign. 
The aim of this intensification can be characterised as one of clearing up bottlenecks. There 
were two main reasons for this: (1) dissatisfaction with the processes already begun in the 
VOGM municipalities and (2) a desire to further promote LA21 among the municipalities 
which had not chosen this action as part of their environmental programme.  

The steering group had been critical in their evaluation of the progress of LA21 in the 
Netherlands in December 1995. They felt that the LA21 processes were slow in getting 
started and often lacked sufficient political backing and support from outside the Ministry of 
the Environment. 

New initiatives were also taken by national government to resolve bottlenecks at the 
municipal level. A committee of representatives from the ministries for Development 
Cooperation, the Environment and Foreign Affairs developed some new initiatives. In the 
second half of 1996, a major effort was put into developing a training programme for local 
government officers (IPP 1996). 

Despite their claim that LA21 was more broadly diffused in the Netherlands than in the 
formal LA21-municipalities, the VNG was actively involved in resolving information bottle-
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necks in the implementation of LA21 and encouraging municipalities to take up the process. 
Parallel to the training course mentioned above, the VNG published and widely distributed a 
book on LA21 in July 1996. This did not only address the formal LA21 process, but also 
worked in the general spirit of LA21 as it was based on collective experiences.  

The post VOGM-period 
The last policy period that we discuss can be labelled the post VOGM-period. The formal 

end of the earmarked environmental VOGM funding was the 1st January of 1998, but the 
finalising of the subsidy process took a large part of 1998. The end of the earmarked funding 
did not mean that municipalities stopped working on LA21. A telephone survey made during 
May 1998 in 31 municipalities showed that three-quarters of those surveyed had maintained 
the levels of their manpower budgets, and a quarter had even increased this budget. The 
problem was that now LA21 had to battle with other initiatives for funding.  
The Dutch Government never produced a separate written strategy on LA21. The third 
NEPP of February 1998 makes an explicit recommendation for the preparation of an LA21. 
Discussions between national government, the VNG and individual municipalities had 
emphasised the possibilities of LA21 becoming an integral framework for sustainable 
development by broadening municipal environmental policy to encompass wider 
sustainability issues (NEPP 3, 1998: 69, 83).  

In the beginning of 1999, the Ministry of the Environment brought together all Dutch 
national key players for a discussion process on the future of LA21 (ERM, 1999a,b). One of 
the conclusions of this process, which consisted of an evaluation and a workshop, was that 
there was a need for a common strategy and more coordination between the national key-
players. During this period there was some tension between the NCDO and the VNG. The 
main reason was that the VNG blamed the NCDO for setting unattainable and unrealistic 
goals for  the municipalities. An example of this was that the NCDO introduced a 
sustainability check (Lokale Duurzaaamheidsspiegel) on the Internet that enabled local 
groups and individuals to check the sustainability of their community. Some municipalities felt 
that no matter what  they did in the field of local sustainable development, it  was never good 
enough. In 2000, there was still no serious attempt at a common strategy for LA21 by the 
national key-players. In May 2000, a group of concerned individuals from NGOs and 
universities wrote a letter to the Minister of the Environment expressing their worries about 
the future of LA21. In his answer, dated September 2000, the minister pointed to the 
troublesome ambitions of an LA21. He called it a complex, integral concept and doubted if an 
operational use that would give it added value and attractiveness in the Dutch context would 
be possible. The conclusions of the evaluation of LA21-implementation in 1999 were that the 
body of ideas behind LA21 were widely supported by the directly involved national LA21 key-
players, these being VROM, VNG and NCDO. Those who were not key-players considered 
the body of ideas vague, and the implementation was a subject of discussion by others – 
among them a large section of the municipalities (ERM 1999b). The discussion was largely 
about the added value of LA21 to already existing initiatives in the area of local sustainable 
policies and changes in local democracy. 

The minister referred to other methods, instruments and policies with similar aims and 
fields of attention to LA21, such as the Major-City Policy, orther urban renewal programmes, 
rural-area development policy and ecological construction programmes. All of these initiatives 
aimed at improving the coherence and balance between the values of current use and 
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experience of the living environment on the one hand, and the more long-term, resource-
related values of sustainable development on the other. Furthermore, the minister wrote that 
the intention to produce a document with conclusions and ambitions on LA21 will be realised 
during the process towards Rio-plus 10. Remarkably, all the initiatives that the minister 
mentions in his letter were more or less top-down initiatives.  

In the fourth National Environmental Policy Plan, which appeared in June 2001, no 
references were made to LA21. 

National strategy for sustainable development 
In January 2001, the Dutch cabinet decided to start working on a 'National Strategy for 

Sustainable Development'. Until then, there had been no efforts in the Netherlands to draw 
up such a strategy over and above the existing National Environmental Policy Plans. This 
Dutch national strategy for sustainable development was prepared for the review of Agenda 
21 implementation by the United Nations in 2002, and approved by Parliament before being 
presented to the United Nations. Municipalities, non-governmental organisations, youth 
organisations as well as the business community were explicitly invited to contribute to the 
preparation and formulation of the national strategy.  

The perspective of the Dutch strategy is long-term (25 to 50 years) and framed within 
international and European contexts. The strategy builds on existing policies in the areas of 
spatial planning, environmental planning, nature and water management, infrastructure, 
agriculture, public housing, national and local economic and technological development, 
urban development, social security, developing cooperation and foreign affairs. The strategy 
includes recommendations for implementation and follow-up by government bodies on all 
levels as well as within the private sector. The national strategy was developed under the 
control of a Ministerial Governing Committee chaired by the Prime Minister. Other members 
of the Governing Committee are the Dutch Minister of Transport and Public Works, the 
Minister for Urban Policy and Integration of Ethnic Minorities and the Minister for Housing, 
Spatial Planning and the Environment (VROM). All participating departments had a contact 
person who was responsible for the contribution of his or her department. The contact 
persons from all departments met once every month. The nine persons in the NSSD project 
team carried out the daily operation of the project.  

Part of the process was a consultation of societal actors. The process included bilateral 
talks with the most involved departments and non-governmental organisations. There was 
also a series of workshops with different actors, which included representatives of interest 
groups (non-governmental organisations and governmental bodies) including the business 
community, scientists, representatives from advisory councils and other sustainable 
development experts. Further input was received from the NCDO and the Dutch National 
Youth Council for Environment and Development (NJMO). In the original schedule, the 
approval by Parliament and the conclusion of the current project was scheduled for 
November 2001. During the process, the Ministerial Governing Committee decided to 
present an exploration document for the national strategy. There were several reasons for 
this change of plan. One reason was that the committee felt that they needed more input 
from society. Secondly, there was the prospective of the upcoming elections for Parliament in 
May 2002. A new Cabinet could change the exploration in the future. 

This exploration document was discussed and adopted in a Cabinet-meeting on the 21st 
of December 2001. The document was then sent to Parliament on the 16th of January 2002. 
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The national government exploration combines environmental themes (climate, water, 
biodiversity) with other themes (population, knowledge) in one document in order to express 
the range of sustainable development. The guide for policy development is a so-called 
sustainable development matrix.  

 
Table 1:  Sustainable development matrix 

 Economic aspects Socio-cultural aspects Ecological aspects 

Here and now    
There    
Then    
 
For all themes, future scenarios and policy challenges are described. The key issue is the 

coherence between the ecological, social and economic sustainable development. The 
exploration contains a set of sustainable development indicators as a first step towards a 
monitoring system for sustainable development. Furthermore, the Cabinet decided to work 
on some new instruments in order to enlarge the coherence in government policy.  

The Cabinet mandated the Minister of VROM to perform a societal exploration during the 
spring of 2002 (February to April) as a complement to the national government exploration 
document. In the discussion with societal actors it was verified how closely citizens, business, 
government and other organisations could identify themselves with the national governments 
exploration. This societal exploration made use of other initiatives in preparing the Dutch 
contribution to Johannesburg. The social exploration document came out in June when the 
ministers’ team was already leaving office after the May elections.  

LA21 was not an important issue in the societal exploration document. It is mentioned as 
one of the activities of local government. The document mentions that there are differences 
between the way local authorities dealt with LA21 as a vision process or as activity agendas. 
LA21-policy is called unsuccessful with the remark that bottom-up processes take a lot of 
time. The exploration shows that there is a contradiction in the way societal actors assess the 
role government plays in sustainable development and their expectations. On the one hand, 
these societal actors see government as an inefficient organisation with poor horizontal 
coordination that is not very able to support sustainable development. On the other, they 
expect the same government to take the director's role when it comes to achieving 
sustainable development. 

Apart from the societal exploration, national government is carrying out the government 
exploration in several actions. Some of the major advisory boards were asked for advice, the 
planning bureaus will operationalise indicators of sustainable development that are contained 
in the exploration document, there will be experiments with sustainable development 
assessment and all ministries will report on their contribution to sustainable development in 
their annual budget. 

For the implementation of LA21 in the Netherlands, two new policy lines are set out in 
chapter 7 of the government exploration, entitled 'Towards a strategy'. Firstly, the national 
government requests municipalities, provinces and waterboards to consider drawing up their 
own strategies for sustainable development so as to contribute to the implementation of the 
national strategy. The local strategies should also be designed, however, to focus specific 
themes and indicators. The national government recommends that the other levels of 
government build upon experiences from recent years. Particular remarks are made about 
experiences with provincial integral plans. Secondly, the exploration document states that 
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LA21 will not be stimulated through separate policy and subsidy programmes. LA21 
initiatives will be stimulated through other programmes for environmental quality in the living 
environment, the major city policy, rural development programmes and urban renewal 
programmes. All these programmes have an integral character with a strong emphasis on 
social cohesion. Existing and future local initiatives can be part of the municipal and 
provincial sustainable strategies. 

Grants and funding of LA21 activity in the Netherlands 

General municipal funding 
Dutch local authorities have relatively limited tax revenues and depend largely on the 

central government for their resources. More than 90 per cent of the municipal income 
comes from the central government. About half of this central funding is in the form of a 
specific transfer or earmarked funding. The rest of the central funding is in the form of a 
municipal fund. The funding depends on such criteria as the number of inhabitants, and it is 
an open-budget system with a budget ceiling. 

The Netherlands has a decentralised unitary state constitutional system. The 
administrative system comprises three levels of government:: more than 500 municipalities 
(gemeenten), twelve provinces (provincies) and the central government. The unitary nature 
of this type of state is based on consensus between the three levels of government and not 
on central government. The communities are responsible for their own affairs and may, to a 
limited extent, take their own initiatives. This constitutional freedom of initiative is restricted by 
the constitutional obligation to take account of legislation passed by higher authorities. 

The Dutch Constitution (1848) and the Municipalities Act (1851) lay down the 
constitutional position of Dutch municipalities. Certain factors limit their autonomy. The mayor 
is centrally appointed and budgets and other important financial and planning decisions 
require higher approval. Central government also possesses the power to overrule any 
action by local government that may be considered to be contrary to public interest or illegal. 
A large part of local authority activities is covered by legislation within a system of co-
government. 

Earmarked funding for LA21  
As mentioned above, between 1996 and 1998, Dutch municipalities could receive direct 

financial assistance for LA21. This was an important incentive. LA21 was a so-called ‘task of 
choice’ in the ‘supplementary contribution scheme for developing municipal environmental 
policy’ (VOGM), run by the Ministry of the the Environment (VROM). Municipalities could 
receive extra funding for four policy priorities chosen from of a list of nine, of which LA21 was 
one. Over 140 municipalities chose LA21 as one of their four action areas, and about 30 
municipalities chose to draw up an LA21 on a ‘voluntary’ basis. The Environment 
Inspectorate (the national environmental inspection and enforcement agency) audits the 
implementation of municipalities’ environmental policy each year. In the auditing process of 
the VOGM-funding, the progress of LA21 was monitored.  

The background of this earmarked funding had its roots in the national follow-up to Rio. 
The second National Environmental Policy Plan, launched in March 1994, can be seen as 
the post-UNCED document in which the government took a closer look at future Dutch 
responsibilities with respect to Agenda 21. The second NEPP makes a direct reference to 
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LA21 and to the role of the municipalities in its implementation. As a result, key aspects of the 
LA21 concept were included in the second Central Plan for Enacting the National 
Environmental Policy Plan (March 1995) and were also profiled as a separate action area in 
the 1995 VOGM funding programme for municipal environmental policy.  

The total budget for municipalities carrying out an LA21 was about 94 million guilders. The 
size of the financial assistance depended on the size of the population and on cooperation 
with neighbouring communities in the region. To be eligible for this financial assistance, the 
following conditions had to be met: 

− a dialogue with local target groups leading to concrete results had to be in place; 
− an action plan must have been completed in 1995; 
− nature and environmental education had to be included in the activity; 
− the activity had to add new elements to the action taken by the municipality. 

 
Like all specific VOGM tasks, LA21 had to be performed to a satisfactory level by the 

reference date of 1 January 1998. For LA21 this meant that, in principle, the process should 
have started and that there should be a guarantee of a continuation of the process. This did 
not necessarily mean that these municipalities had to draw up an action plan under the 
heading ‘Local Agenda’ but they had to certify the above mentioned conditions, such as the 
innovative character of the approach, dialogue, environmental education, and concrete 
projects and activities.  

Prior to the VOGM, the provincial government, the National Committee for Development 
Education and the Ministry of the Environment  financed a regional project with twenty 
municipalities in the province of Noord-Brabant, launched in November 1994. The project’s 
aim was to promote and gain the experience necessary to in continue discussions between 
local NGOs, businesses, citizens and local authorities. This was facilitated by a group of 
environment and development NGOs and resulted in a scheme for operationalising the LA21 
VOGM action. A leaflet was widely disseminated through the 'Working Files LA21' of the 
Joint Platform for Sustainable Development. The pilot project substantially influenced the 
schemes for LA21 and later publications. It contributed to the operationalisation of the action 
filed ‘Local Agenda’ in the context of the support programme for the second National 
Environmental Policy Plan. 

From 1998 the funding was no longer earmarked for environmental purposes but became 
part of the general municipal fund. The end of this assistance programme generally means 
that environmental goals have to compete for funding in local politics with sport, welfare and 
other policy issues. For LA21, being a rather complex and broad initiative for which it is 
difficult to show concrete results, this is a disadvantage. Some other funds provide money for 
local environment and local sustainable development possibilities. 

Within urban social regeneration policies, such as the so-called major city policies and the 
urban renewal (ISV) fund, projects on social, urban and economic revitalisation, particularly in 
rundown urban areas with specific needs, are funded. These considerable funds are donated 
on the basis of a set of criteria which include sustainable development criteria. The policy is 
funded and stimulated by national government on the basis of agreements with the cities. In 
order to receive funding, the cities have to develop plans and submit these to the national 
government. LA21 is sometimes wrongly thought of as a specific variant of the major city 
policy which stresses the living environment. 

In 1998, the Ministry of the Environment, through the NGO-platform NCDO (National 
Committee on International Cooperation and Sustainable Development), made money 
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available in the so-called ‘Local Agenda 21 Fund’. This fund was not aimed at municipalities 
but at local NGOs and citizens. Local groups, organisations or individuals wishing to 
implement or initiate an LA21 or LA21 activities could apply for funding.  

This fund of approximately 0,5 million Dutch guilders per year was an important stimulus 
for LA21. In 2001 there was a change in criteria because the Ministry of International 
Development, which co-finances the NCDO, wanted to further stress the global aspects of 
local activities. Between 1994 and 1998, the NCDO spent approximately one million Dutch 
guilders on information- and awareness-raising campaigns in the field of LA21.  

Another recent policy initiative worth mentioning is the so-called ‘Learning for Sustainable 
Development’ –programme. A range of ministries (Agriculture, Environment, Foreign Affairs, 
International Development and Education) and the national associations of municipalities, 
provinces and waterboards drew up a collective paper and co-financed this project. The 
starting point was that sustainable development demands knowledge, insight, skills, 
commitment and the willingness to act from societal actors. These capacities necessary for 
sustainable development are not self-evident but have to be learned. The programme was 
discussed in Parliament in September 1999 and will run over the period 2000-2003. The 
implementation was coordinated by the provinces. They drew up the so-called provincial 
‘ambition’ statements and allocated money for proposed projects.  

Current trends and future prospects 

During the period of earmarked funding, the concept of LA21 and its potential added value 
was not institutionalised enough to survive the competition with other initiatives over funds. In 
the first place, this competition originates from the constant need to rename new concepts. 
Sometimes this is due to local politicians who want to do away with any political inheritance 
from their political predecessors. There is also the problem of the introduction of new 
international initiatives like habitat and city and health-programmes. Secondly there is the 
battle for budgets with more established, municipal policy fields. The weak position of LA21 is 
inherent in the way that LA21-processes were set up. In many Dutch cases LA21 became a 
separate process with weak links to ongoing planning and policy processes. Many good 
municipal sustainable development initiatives, such as sustainable building and green 
transport, often do not become associated with LA21. Some municipalities tried to link LA21 
with their non-mandatory environmental planning process. However, this is largely limited to 
environmental policy. 

What has been missing in the last eight years is a clear strategy for LA21. Although all key 
players basically support the ideas behind the LA21 concept, there are some important 
differences. From the beginning the Ministry of the Environment stressed that much of what 
is done in the Netherlands more or less covers Agenda 21. Thus implementing the 
successive NEPPs is an implementation strategy for Agenda 21. There was no separate 
strategy or goals for LA21. At best, LA21 was mentioned as an important initiative that fitted 
in with the implementation of the NEPPs.  

The VNG claimed that Agenda 21 was not restricted to the municipalities formally 
engaged in LA21 under the VOGM funding scheme. This was in line with earlier views that 
Dutch municipalities were in fact indirectly complying with Agenda 21 (Dordregter 1994), and 
that a number of municipalities were working on LA21 without using the name itself (VNG 
1996). There are clear similarities in the policy formulation and implementation aspects of 
some of the other VOGM actions and in other aspects of municipal environmental policy 
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making. Examples from the VOGM programme are sustainable building projects and energy 
conservation. Other examples include local mobility plans and neighbourhood policy making. 
The NCDO is more ambitious with LA21 and wants a clear priority for local sustainable 
development above other policy fields. The NCDO strongly stresses the role of local NGOs 
and individuals, sometimes to the extent that it seems to forget the basic idea of chapter 28: 
that the municipality is the key player.The NCDO, on the one hand, does have a clear 
strategy with LA21, but on the other the NCDO wrongfully monopolises LA21 as an NGO 
initiative. The new LA21 fund for local activities and groups has led to new LA21 initiatives 
which can be added to the 170 initiatives already active. 

It seems as though there is no united front on LA21. However, on a closer look there is 
considerable consensus on the importance of the LA21 process but less on its content. 
According to the VNG, LA21 already partly exists in the Netherlands because municipalities 
are involved in producing local sustainable policies. The VNG believes that the substance of 
an LA21 should start with addressing the quality of the immediate surroundings as a 
precondition for sustainable development.  

A clear commitment to the label of LA21 will be crucial in the coming years. The national 
strategy for sustainable development could offer such an opportunity if municipalities 
considered the appeal for local strategies as the drawing up of LA21s. The national strategy 
is not clear in this perspective. However, it is difficult to imagine that local authorities would 
make local strategies without the involvement of the population. The process of the national 
strategy, of course, sets the example here.  

However, the commitment to the label LA21 in the national strategy seems to be very 
weak. The lack of earmarked funding could also be harmful for the label LA21. A positive 
factor that could raise new attention for LA21 might be the outcomes and discussions about 
Johannesburg. A negative factor is the change in government two months before 
Johannesburg and the fall of this cabinet after three months. It is doubtful if the political 
spectrum will change after the new elections in January 2002. The new right-wing 
government did not seem to attach the same value to sustainable development as the former 
cabinets. The position of Minister of Environment was downgraded to secretary of state and 
in a time of economic headwind and budget cuts, the environment receives less priority in 
government plans.  
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Appendix 2: The “Helsinki Dialogue Conference”  

“LA21 IN THE NORDIC AND BALTIC REGIONS – STATUS, LESSONS AND FUTURE 
PROSPECTS” 

The Helsinki Dialogue Conference (14-17 March 2002) brought together researchers from 
the five Nordic countries and included representatives from national authorities, the business 
sector, associations of local and regional authorities and non-governmental organisations 
working with environmental issues and sustainable development. It was held in order to 
create an arena for dialogue and a basis for future research collaboration. Additionally, 
researchers with experience from the LA21 processes in the Baltic countries and Baltic Sea 
Region participated at the conference.  

Two main issues structured the dialogue of the conference: 
 
1) Status of the implementation of Local Agenda 21 in the Nordic and Baltic regions; at the 
national, regional and local levels of the Nordic countries, and the process of introducing 
LA21 in the Baltic countries and the Baltic Sea Region as a whole. The following sub-issues 
where discussed:  

−  - Associations of local and regional authorities as key LA21 actors 
−  - National authorities’ strategies for the implementation of LA21 
−  - The vital role of business in realizing the goals of LA21 
−  - Status of LA21 in the Nordic countries – ten years after Rio 
−  - Status of LA21 in the Baltic countries 
−  - Cooperation and networking on the sub-national level 

 
The points of view of the researchers and the different stakeholder groups were presented 

and discussed during the sessions. Also, the results of the national surveys in Finland, 
Norway and Iceland on the implementation of LA21 constituted a key basis for the 
discussions in Part I. Additionally, results from the newly conducted national surveys on LA21 
in Sweden and Denmark were presented.  
 
2) The Nordic Council of Ministers’ “Nordic Strategy for Sustainable Development”43; the 
general profile, goals and priorities of the strategy, and relating the Nordic-Baltic experience 
on LA21 to the Nordic Strategy. The dialogue focused on action areas 13-16 of the strategy: 

−  - Ch. 15: Public Participation 
−  - Ch. 13: Knowledge Base, Instruments and Resource Efficiency 
−  - Ch. 14: The Adjacent Areas 
−  - Ch. 16: Implementation and Follow-up 

 
The Nordic strategy for sustainable development: “Sustainable Development – New 

Bearings for the Nordic Countries” was presented by the Finnish Environment Counsellor for 

Sustainable Development, Sauli Rouhinen44, the Finnish representative in the “Negotiating 
Committee” (forhandlingsgruppen) for the Nordic Strategy. The different groups of actors 
                                                 
43 Bæredygtig udvikling – En ny kurs for Norden (2000). 
44 Environment Counsellor Sustainable Development, Finnish National Commission for Sustainable Development, 
Ministry of the Environment. 
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were also given the opportunity to present their point of view on the strategy and its expected 
importance for the future implementation of LA21 in the Nordic countries45. 
 
ProSus’ project experience within the area of sustainable development/LA21: 

ProSus has always emphasised the importance of establishing contact with European 
researchers and research institutions within the field of sustainable development, with the 
purpose of strengthening the comparative effect of our documentary and evaluative work in 
Norway. The model of cooperation established during our international research projects 
emphasises a focus on the dialogue between different groups of actors and levels of 
governance within the field of LA21 and sustainable development in the respective countries. 
Two international research projects, both coordinated by ProSus, are clearly representative 
of our evaluative efforts: 

SUSCOM (1997-1999); sponsored by the Program for Environment and Climate within 
DGXII of the European Commission and organised as a “concerted action”, with the purpose 
of producing “value-added” knowledge from ongoing research in twelve European 
participating countries: Finland, Sweden, Denmark, France, Norway, Spain, Germany, 
Austria, the Netherlands, The United Kingdom, Ireland and Italy. Based on a comparative 
perspective, the role and efforts of the different LA21 actors, in particular,  have been a key 
focus. The project ended in a large “dialogue conference” in Barcelona, November 1999.  

− Publications: ”Implementing LA21 in Europe; New Initiatives for Sustainable Communities” (1999), 
ProSus, and ”Sustainable Communities in Europe” (2001), Earthscan, both edited by William M. Lafferty. 

 
COMPSUS (1996-2000); sponsored by ProSus and the UK Economic and Social 

Research Council, collecting reports from nine of the highest consuming societies in the 
world, as well as the EU, focusing on the efforts of the national governments in the 
implementation of sustainable development. The reports examine how governments in the 
developed industrial world have responded to the challenge of sustainable development 
since it was catapulted onto the international stage.  

− Publication: ”Implementing Sustainable Development; Strategies and Initiatives in High Consumption 
Societies” (2000), Oxford University Press, edited by W. M. Lafferty and James Meadowcroft.  

 
45 The conclusions from the discussions are being included in a separate discussion paper for the Nordic Council of 
Ministers’ meeting in Copenhagen (January 2003). 


