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1) Introduction

An international agenda with local empowerment: AGENDA 21 and activities in Austria

The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro 1992 was billed as the world’s greatest opportunity to resolve pressing problems of continuing poverty and environmental destruction and to set the world on a path of sustainable development. One of the main agreements and agenda for society development in the next century, the AGENDA 21. It seeks to make recommendations on measures that integrate environmental and development concerns and statements on the basis of action, objectives, recommended activities and means of implementation. The process of implementation itself invites chapter 28 local administration to have a vital role in achieving the objectives of AGENDA 21. The reason for this is that they are closest to the people and structures that are relying on direct responsibility, confidence in local Cupertino and identification with local problems. This is especially important as changes; the people in the local/regional context will feel chances and risks arising from globalization.

Therefore communities of nearly 160 states of the world, which signed this international, legally non-binding agreement, are encouraged and forced by above described circumstances to build-up a broad consultation process of “local agendas” for their future.


In Austria, several sustainability programmes started already in municipalities, only a few call themselves Local Agenda 21 programmes. Some are locally initiated, most of them caused by environmental or socio-economic pressure provincially initiated by spatial planning laws or Internationally initiated under the umbrella of international organisations like ICLEI.


Many of these local programmes fit the objectives of AGENDA 21, but only few of them are able to fulfil the demand of chapter 28 that Local Agenda 21 has to be built-up in a joint process consulting the citizens.


However, on behalf of the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Youth and Family, guidelines were worked out which correspond to the demand of AGENDA 21 on a holistic participation model for the sustainable municipality development process. This manual for the Local Agenda 21 was created to support Austrian communities on their way to obtain LA21 process. The following paper will define sustainability in the Local Agenda 21 context and describe a set of basic “guidelines” for the societal transformation process and its agenda. 

2) Sustainability – key elements for definition
Sustainability as a development process with three important dimensions: the analytical, the normative and the strategic one with the opportunity for implementation through Local Agenda 21 processes.

The increase of social and ecological problems in the last decades indicates an exceeding of natural borders by mankind and new paths of development have to be defined and old ones revised. Sustainable development, the term brought to attention by the Brundlandt report “our Common Future” of WCEF (World Commission on Environment and Development) 1987, is a synonym for this way into the next century. It leads to a change towards a sustainable measure of human activities. 


A simple set of guidelines for a sustainable development was proposed by SUSTAIN 1994:

 
Human activities should

 
fit in global systems

 
be adapted to local structures and capacities

 
support or improve diversity.


The shift towards Sustainability will not just have to manage the interrelations and interactions between society with its economy and the environment, but must include political recommendations. Considering the changing of environmental conditions as well as the dynamic process of rapid transformation stresses the need to focus much more on the dynamic character of the process of societal change in which the natural environment is involved as a central dimension. “Sustainability, hence, should be understood as a evaluated quality of processes, structures and systems. Therefore, it must be defined in relationship to strategies and goals which refer to the interaction between societies and their natural environment, including the mutual interference of different societal processes among themselves and with ecological processes.” (Becker 1997)


There is no single model for societal structures and no single or universal path of sustainable development. However, three important dimensions of sustainability must be taken into account. 


The analytical dimension should identify and define “sustainability” in our combined system of nature and society – though there is still a lack of knowledge about the system as a whole. The normative dimension determines aspects of compatibility between social, economic and environmental goals, social justice and equity, and cultural and bio-diversity and the strategic dimension discusses the systems of governing at all levels, the implementation of sustainability relying on societal structures. 


According to the definition of sustainability as an AGENDA 21 process, as an internationally signed document, offers a frame for necessary objectives in the face of a sustainable future society. It is the umbrella for the local, regional, national and international processes. Within this frame the locality is the place where a communication process with the public and its government can take place and solutions in accordance with environmental limitations can be worked out. Each community is asked to form its own Local Agenda 21 (LA21), its own visions and plans for a sustainable future but still in an international context. The agenda for the future must be carried out by and implemented in a concrete consultation process with the participation of all citizens and must lead to a jointly accepted agreement on the future. These local starting points are necessary for confidence, participation and co-operative social learning.

3)  Path toward Sustainable Society – common guidelines for the transformation process

A set of guidelines for LA21 processes as a precondition for success and a way toward the community self-management
A key element on the path toward sustainable society world-wide is the local sustainability transition process. According to chapter 2, there will be very different definitions of a sustainable community concerning the topics, the WHAT of the process. But the discussion about “HOW” the future path toward sustainable development can look like, can be organised similarly, and can be standardised. 


The main goal of all efforts is the transformation of society and its patterns of behaviour towards a sustainable lifestyle. A collective awareness of problems and a joint establishment of guidelines positively influence mutual dialogue of various viewpoints. In this, the transformation process can start at the local problem zones. For this purpose, there should be an indispensable core of “rules of the game” or obligations which correspond to the spirit of Local Agenda 21.

Seven common guidelines of the transformation processes

Seven guidelines shall be listed form the experience gained with transformation processes in Austrian communities in various fields. These rules help build up an organisation framework for the transformation process and constitute guiding principles for it.

Guideline 1: Paying attention to perception of social reality and view of the individual

Every transformation process takes place in a social context: perception of reality and views of people vary. Scientific view, on the other hand, starts from a reality, which is determined by measurable technical or social indicators and measurement figures. This constitutes a world that determines the cornerstones of social reality. Social reality is, however, projected in people’s minds through pictures and an imagination that constitutes a world that is determined by life and experiences in the local context. In a joint establishment of all subjectively perceived problem areas and views in a co-operative process, isolated and subjective viewpoints can be put into the right context, differences can be adapted and behaviour transformations toward a defined common goal can be brought about. Therefore, we must not proceed from a superior idea of a planner’s/researcher’s view of sustainability but from the problems of citizens in the concrete local concrete local context in order to be able to collect a “collective added value”. We even add the hypothesis that full participation in political decision making leads to sustainable development like the invisible hand of self-interest leads to economic growth. Jointly developed decisions are sustainable. Only by social learning can a change in behaviour pattern towards more sustainability be developed.

Guideline 2: Paying attention to the social environs and the social (power-) structures and traditions

In all transformation processes, the viewpoint of those locally affected and the context of utilisation of local unity has to be taken into account. Even the best of ideas and considerations fail if communication with affected citizens has been neglected, if persons have been ignored or if historical traditions have not been taken into account. The small and easy to oversee local level offers the possibility of identification and with it, a new definition of political co-determination. The chance of “home” as being the motor of developments from the bottom-up, identification with the locality and face-to-face contact can lead to sustainable strengthening of the local unit and thereby, indirectly contribute to strengthening larger units. Life in the local unit is characterised by a natural concern and a concrete tackling of prevailing problems. Thus, there is a chance of substantially contributing to form society as a whole by inter-linking of local movements via LA 21 because of emancipated, self-learning smaller entities that are socially well linked by emotional bonds like neighbourhood or a common cultural tradition.

Guideline 3: Establishing jointly developed and accepted “rules of the process (game)”

New obligations and guidelines must define HOW one can reach the decision, HOW one can, subsequent to reaching the respective decision, drive the transition process forward toward a common goal or HOW a change of course has to be designed when new conditions come up in the future.


The “rule” must guarantee an open and dynamic process (with feedback and controlling loops), a transparent and jointly developed path or the process with the opportunity for joint social learning. Guidelines for LA 21-processes listed at the end of this chapter have been successfully applied in several municipality development processes.

Guideline 4: Socially balanced involvement of those concerned

The question as to who should be deemed “concerned” or what citizens’ involvement means still gives rise to grave differences of opinion. Three different groups claim to represent the population. They form the “pillars of the LA21 process”. The terms written in DESDEMONA refer to names attached to their representatives as proposed in the Austrian LA21 guidelines.


Advantage
Portion of population

Elected citizens’ representatives with representatives of administration

“LAZI COORDINATION TEAM”
Legitimized, responsible
few

Initiative citizens

“LAZI INITIATIVE”
creative, critical
minority

ALL CITIZENS
socially balanced
all


It is important to involve all those concerned in the transformation process for a common future. Predominance of one of those above mentioned groups may lead to the formation of new hierarchies or new power structures, the rise of new elite corresponds only marginally to the principle of participation of those concerned. In this context we have to look into whether and to what extent the participation of NGOs as representatives of citizens in the LA 21 process actually lives up to the aspect of a socially balanced involvement of all concerned.

Guideline 5: Establishing inter-subjectively measurable sustainability criteria

Sustainability criteria, criteria which describe the quality and the progress of the process, have to be worked out together in the local context. Some criteria and measures may have different meanings for people of different regions and cultures. Establishing which of the more generalised criteria of sustainability shall be preferred is dependent on the respective local problem fields. The results of different local LA21 processes will show a broad diversity of sustainability criteria, because they start from very different problems and resources in the different local settings.


Inter-subjective measurable sustainability criteria has to be a result of the joint LA21 process and as such can change during the process. However, at the outset there must be a common commitment on a basic set of success criteria, which describer the “progress of the process”. These should fit in the frame of AGENDA 21 and take into account “experiences” made by other communities in a sustainability transition process. The selection of criteria is crucially important because they highly influence the joint learning process of the community; “visible” progress motivates citizens to continue or to join the process. Regular “Checkpoints” of the process are an important base for citizens participating in the LA21 movement.

Guideline 6: Decisions have to be reached by those responsible

It is known form decision making processes that all decisions actually made, irrespective of whether they were, individually, right or wrong, have always been advantages for the system as a whole compared to inconclusivnes, provided participation in the decision making process was open to everybody. Not making a decision invariably paralyses the system and therefore leads to an inability to act. The population expects, however, that the “decision makers” act according to their duties. Not to decide is, in the long run, the least accepted and factually worst scenario. Hesitation and/or avoiding decisions is, on a long term basis, construed as weakness and irritates citizens, and is even economically the least feasible variety.


On the whole, form the experience of accompanying local and regional development processes, the following can be deduced: it is undisputed that co-operative preparation of decisions meets the highest degree of acceptance, has the highest motivating force and the highest information content for the population. Common decisions are also economically preferable, as future oriented co-operative economic planning proves. Also on a long-term basis it is the most economical and time saving variety because it minimises unexpected follow up cost by planning mistakes and possible conflicts. Solutions worked out together which do not lead to a decision produce the opposite effect. The population wants to be involved in the decision finding process at an early stage but does not understand a subsequent failure on the part of “decision makers” to decide.

Guideline 7: Taking into account “transformation process losers” or those “negatively affected”

In all transformation processes there are affected people who, as a result of the decision in a particular direction, have the subjective impression that they have to give up a position or even, to lose something (e.g. comfort of individual traffic in favour of public transport through renunciation of one’s car, value of immovable property through re-determining or a ban on building, etc.). Even if it is the overall goal of all “sustainable” decisions to achieve an improvement of the life situation of all those concerned, subjective perception (â-world) is often a source of conflicts, apathy or resistance against changes. Before going about the transformation process, it has to be clarified how those who are unable to approve of the decision will be dealt with. A generally accepted basic pattern of humanity is to compensate for purported disadvantages of the “transformation process loser” and to take into account reducing the negative effects for those people from the beginning. All “transformation process losers” subsequently have to be involved in the planning process.
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GENERAL GUIDELINES

S

Every citizen affected has the right and opportunity to 

information

.

S

Every citizen affected has the right and opportunity to have 

her/his

 suggestions

included

.

S

Reaching a decision for the solution of pending problems shall be carried out openly.

S

Basically, community interest (the well-being of a municipality as a whole) has to

precede individual interests (and interests of parts of a municipality). In case no balance

of interests can be reached, the municipality has to see to it that 

disadvantages for

individual citizens

 resulting from decisions made 

are mitigated by appropriate

measures

.

SPECIFIC GUIDELINES

S

An 

objective opinion

 survey is 

conducted through opinion polls among the

population

. This can be an overall poll or a random polling procedure In this process,

the guidelines for LA 21 process are communicated to every citizen, which can be

evaluated, supplemented or vetoed. The results of this opinion survey (and the

population’s suggestions) are included in decision-making and solution scenarios.

S

The 

results and solution scenarios are made accessible to the inhabitants

 concerned

for appraisal.

S

All interested, affected citizens can participate in the LA 21 initiative

 in finding

solutions and implementing them.

S

If opinions vary in content, and if in direct talks no generally satisfactory solution can

be found with respect to these ideas, a 

lay assessors system

 is used: A random selection

of people can ensure decisions not across group interests, but with the interests of a

qualified majority of the municipality’s citizens.

S

The 

survey of an objective appraisal is the basis for the decision derived by

democratically elected decision making bodies

. After all, the elected representatives

have to reach their decision on the basis of possible alternatives and after listening to

the input of citizens.
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4) LA21 process in the community
A standardized process with key elements: the Austrian Local Agenda 21 manual
The above-mentioned basic guidelines, which serve as support for sustainable municipality development processes with respect to Local Agenda 21, are the central ideas in the manual. The most important characteristics of the process are co-operation and participation, while is goals are oriented to sustainable development. The following flow-sheet describes the way a municipality should take to start and implement a LA21 process and the involvement of the described ‘three important pillars’ of a participation process:





1. Preparation and initiation of a LA21 process in community












2. Decision on a LA21 process
· resolution of Gemeinderat (=town council) to start

· build up a ‘LA21 co-ordination team’












3. Information and invitation of citizens for collaboration

· 1st information of citizens about starting a LA21 process by mailing

· 1st meeting for the concerned citizens












4.Objectives of LA21 in community

· questionnaire to find out subjective desires and goals for process

· definition of objective criteria and data for LA21 topics

· detail work on LA21 topic in working groups

· harmonisation of subjective desires and objective criteria












1. Decisions on LA21 goals and activities

· priorities fixed by co-ordination team

· LA21 plan is tested by working groups

· Public hearing of LA21 plan

· Resolution of Gemeinderat to implement LA21 Plan












6. Implementation of LA21 plan involving all citizens












7. Guidelines for revisiting of process and network activities with other communities







Involved groups:


 LA21 co-ordination team


 LA21 initiative


 All citizens

4.1 Preparation and initiation of a LA21 process in community
The first step into the LA21 process will be the most difficult. A new style of policy has to be introduced and there is a definite danger of established power structures. The manual can support these first steps into a new era, because it gives an overview of the whole process, basic information and several working sheets. It is important that the starting process must be done according the annual rhythm of ‘community life.’ Harmony in the time-table among different communities brings advantages via mutual support by discussing similar experiences.

4.2 Decision on a LA21 process
The resolution of Gemeinderat (=town council) to build up a LA21 in the municipality and the selection of a ‘LA21 co-ordination team’ are the next steps. The public, and official, decision for the process in necessary because elected representatives must accept the process and the results. The co-ordination team includes members of the administration and the political parties, only in some case relevant NGOs. The co-ordination teams in an important promoter of the whole process and should be selected very carefully.

4.3 Information and invitation of citizens for collaboration
The first information to citizens about starting a LA21 process and the involvement of the population will be done very early by a mailing. The First meeting of citizens starts an open consultation process, which is organised by the co-ordination team. The agenda of the meeting includes

· information of LA21 sustainable development  

· definition of guidelines for the participation process, the HOW of process, the ‘rules of the game’ 

· a first collection of problems articulated by population connected to LA21. This will be helped by a checklist prepared in advance  

· constitution of working groups with initiative citizens: This groups form the LA21 initiative.

4.4 Objectives of LA21 in the community
The inter-subjective criteria for progress of the LA21 process will be oriented according to local preconditions and subjective problems articulated by citizens and, on the other side, to generalise AGENDA 21 topics: With the help of a questionnaire, which addresses the whole population, the topics of subjective desires and goals for future development will emerge. Then the LA21 initiative is invited for more intensive co-operation. Its different working groups collect information on the specific topics relevant for community and work out concepts for the future in a visionary developmental process including project ideas for implementation. It is the task of the co-ordination team to harmonise the locally articulated problems and visions with more generalised AGENDA 21 criteria. The team summarises the discussion in a draft of LA21 goals and plans.

4.5 Decisions on LA21 goals and activities
The priorities stated by the co-ordination team is tested by the LA21 initiative and after a broad consensus is reached, a public hearing of the LA21 plan is scheduled. The vision and plans for implementation will be reviewed by all citizens before decision is made by the ‘Gemeinderat’. A resolution by the Gemeinderat to implement the LA21 plan with fixed projects and a fixed timetable as well as a clear distribution of responsibilities will then be ready. The whole process until this point will take about a year. This milestone of the intensive work could then celebrated with a big community festival, possibly together with other communities at the same stage of process (and progress) or with support of an international, national or provincial award.

4.6 Implementation of LA21 plan involving all citizens
The jointly worked out LA21 plan has a high acceptance in the population and includes the creativity and the resources of the whole community. Though the implementation can bring disadvantages for some citizens the implementation according to the ‘rules of the game’ apply for measures to prevent conflict.

4.7 Guidelines for revisiting of process and network activities with other communities
The process must be revisited because population has the right to be informed about the progress and to have the opportunity to discuss the process of development and, if necessary, to adjust the plan. Networking with other communities is of crucial importance both for the coherence and efficiency of the LA21 process in Austria and harmonisation with international endeavours within the global AGENDA 21 process.

5) Implications of LA21 processes

La21 process includes two new topics of the sustainability implementation: the claim for a new style in politics and 
common rules of the game in the societal transformation processes.
5.1 Claim for a new style in politics
A process of broad implications for a community like this Local Agenda 21 process has to include political recommendations. The holistic participation model for political decision-making constitutes for a new style of politics, which is different form usual community politics in Austria. The bottom-up process of LA21 involves the citizen from an early stage on and confers responsibility to citizen.

This democratisation of the sustainable development process should

- encourage positive and common learning experiences and thus trigger more dynamics

- enhance understanding of the concept of sustainability

- be comprehensible for all citizens and

-oblige all people to further the goals of the LA21.

5.2 Standardisation of the societal transformation process
This core of guidelines which is a general characteristic of the LA21 process and constitutes a methodological back-bone can help to harmonise LA21 processes nationally as well as on the global level. A unified path does not entail restrictions for the variety of transformation processes in individual local initiatives. Guidelines are undisputed world-wide in the field of sports and games without restricting the individuality of persons, regions, countries and cultures. Quite to the contrary, guidelines make world-wide communication with and understanding of each other possible. They don’t restrict individual “games” but strengthen various approaches to games and provide appropriate room for a variety of contexts.


The individuality of “players” is thus enhanced by the rules. In comparison and in the possibility of “playing together”, one can compare, measure-up and develop further, learn to pre-empt possible moves of one’s counterpart and combine them with one’s own game conception. A minimum of guidelines in order to steer the transformation process, which are worked out and co-ordinated together shall make achieving a commonly defined goal possible. However, over-regulation should be avoided from the start and be taken into account in the “guidelines of the game discussion.” The plea requests:


As many guidelines as necessary to facilitate sustainability and to cover the cornerstones, or “playground edges” and as few guidelines as possible in order to safeguard individual “game conception” and a variety of design to contents. The stress in on standardisation of the path toward a sustainable society and not on the standardisation of content which will and shall appear different for each respective region or local unit. The content will depend on the guidelines of the game themselves whether they will impair the game or contribute to its full development. Guidelines can help the dynamic of the game process, but they can also cause the dynamic to be prevented and make the achievement of the objective more difficult. Standardisation of the process shall facilitate orientation for individual participants in the transformation process, help supplement missing elements and make quality criteria of the process noticeable.

6) Conclusion
Summarising the results for LA21 process
The LA21 in a community will work only if it is possible to build a consensus on problems and obtain a common vision for the future with the whole population of community. This process of change must be carried out by everyone, and citizens’ involvement will create decisions of high quality and acceptance. The three pillars of citizens’ participation must be integrated in a process to guarantee a social balance of involvement of those concerned.


The LA21 process must start with concrete problems as they are articulated by concerned citizens. This means a broad variety in objectives relevant to local sustainable development and very different solutions. The general objectives of sustainable development presented in the chapters of AGENDA 21 offer a frame for the direction.


The LA21 process will continue if there are guidelines for the progress of process. These guidelines describe ways for solving conflicts and guarantee a forthcoming process (but not prescription of contents, which must be developed in the consulting process): it must be an open, on-going and transparent process for everybody, consequences for losers of the process must be minimised by suitable measures, common interest must take preference to group interests, and the process must set the stage for political decisions.


The goals of LA21 process are a sustainable vision for future and a concrete plan for implementation. The international goals of LA21 process are emancipated communities, which are the base for a world-wide Sustainable Development.
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GENERAL GUIDELINES

S

Every citizen affected has the right and opportunity to 

information

.

S

Every citizen affected has the right and opportunity to have 

her/his

 suggestions

included

.

S

Reaching a decision for the solution of pending problems shall be carried out openly.

S

Basically, community interest (the well-being of a municipality as a whole) has to

precede individual interests (and interests of parts of a municipality). In case no balance

of interests can be reached, the municipality has to see to it that 

disadvantages for

individual citizens

 resulting from decisions made 

are mitigated by appropriate

measures

.

SPECIFIC GUIDELINES

S

An 

objective opinion

 survey is 

conducted through opinion polls among the

population

. This can be an overall poll or a random polling procedure In this process,

the guidelines for LA 21 process are communicated to every citizen, which can be

evaluated, supplemented or vetoed. The results of this opinion survey (and the

population’s suggestions) are included in decision-making and solution scenarios.

S

The 

results and solution scenarios are made accessible to the inhabitants

 concerned

for appraisal.

S

All interested, affected citizens can participate in the LA 21 initiative

 in finding

solutions and implementing them.

S

If opinions vary in content, and if in direct talks no generally satisfactory solution can

be found with respect to these ideas, a 

lay assessors system

 is used: A random selection

of people can ensure decisions not across group interests, but with the interests of a

qualified majority of the municipality’s citizens.

S

The 

survey of an objective appraisal is the basis for the decision derived by

democratically elected decision making bodies

. After all, the elected representatives

have to reach their decision on the basis of possible alternatives and after listening to

the input of citizens.
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