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Abstract

Local Agenda 21 (LA21) is widely regarded as a key tool for implementing sustainability policies since local authorities are closer to
ordinary people and some local managers and politicians have the ability to adapt organisations to new managerial atmospheres and
social demands. However, local governments tend to lack the right economic, human and knowledge resources. Consequently, in the
search for local sustainable development, networking and collaborative approaches to LA21 can help local authorities save resources and
share knowledge and best practices. Although both research and politicians have tended to focus on LA21, we believe Regional Agenda
21 (RA21) needs to be emphasised as a complementary tool. This paper examines successful innovative practices in the Basque Autono-
mous Community (BAC) over a 4-year period, with a view to shedding light on the theoretical literature and to aiding regional and local
authorities. Although research on policy networks has produced useful results, we are still some way from a plausible, consensus-based
theory of policy networks. Based on experience in the BAC, the present article oVers an integrated approach to understanding the ante-
cedents and consequences of a regional knowledge-driven network for LA21 promotion. Although LA21 implementation has been stud-
ied before, evidence about networking at regional level is scarce. Other regions in developing countries could use this approach to achieve
successful policy networks.
©  2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Despite broad acceptance of the concept of sustainable
development (SD) (WCED, 1987) and of its relevance,
implementation of SD is still at the infancy stage. What
came to be known as Agenda 21 (A21) represented a crucial
step forward for the genuine application of SD philosophy.
A21 is a worldwide work plan, proposing a series of policies
on a whole range of SD-related areas (United Nations,
1992), which was adopted at the Earth Summit held in Rio
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de Janeiro (Brazil, June 1992). Subscribed to by many
countries, this action plan seeks to address environment
and development issues through new forms of involvement
and co-operation (Pellizzoni, 2001). As Meister and Japp
(1998) aYrm, “the United Nations’ discourse of Sustain-
able Development found in Agenda 21 promises quality-of-
life improvement”.

Nevertheless, A21 was not incorporated into the strate-
gies and action plans of many Institutions until the end of
the 1990s or the early 2000s. And today signiWcant gaps can
still be detected in the planning and real implementation of
the actions contemplated in the plans. In fact, the IIED
(International Institute for Environment and Develop-
ment) subjected national SD strategies to study, in various
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documents (e.g. Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 2000), and identi-
Wed Wve problems in the focuses employed: (1) a dominance
of the environmental focus over economic and social
aspects; (2) a bureaucratic focus geared more to the draw-
ing up of plans than to actively launching processes; (3) an
ignorance of future needs; (4) weak stakeholder participa-
tion and, consequently, (5) little connection with real prob-
lems. In addition, the IIED points to the need to steer away
from the publication of new documents and plans and to
prioritise implementation, taking into consideration the
singularities that exist in each territory and creating the
necessary skills for such a purpose.

The relevance of the geographical factor was recognised
also for the Wrst time in the A21 ambit, a speciWc chapter
being set aside to LA21. Within the general A21 framework
of sustainability policies, local authorities emerged as the
most suitable level of government to set up such actions,
largely because of their proximity to people and the ability
of some managers and politicians to adapt organisations to
new managerial atmospheres and social demands. Local
authorities have been described as key agents in visioning
and implementing sustainability (Krueger and Agyeman,
2005).

However, LA21 still encounters serious practical diYcul-
ties in implementation (see e.g. Echebarria et al., 2004;
Houghton, 2005). Most local authorities lack the dimension
required to provide the economic, human and knowledge
resources needed to develop the process. What is more, they
generally perceive AL21 implementation as complex and
plagued with risks, and are not clear about the advantages
of going down that road. That is why we believe that what
we call Regional Agenda 21 (RA21) needs to be empha-
sised as a complementary tool. We understand RA21 to be
a process of public–private collaboration within which the
regional government provides leadership, motivation,
knowledge, resources and an ability to pull all the stake-
holders together, and in which councils, led by their
Mayors, work as a network, saving resources and sharing
knowledge and best practices.

We examine successful innovative practices in the BAC
over a 4-year period, with a view to clarifying the theoreti-
cal literature and to aiding regional and local authorities.
We analyse policy implementation, antecedents and conse-
quences to (1) provide evidence of a successful LA21 pro-
motion experience, and (2) oVer an integrative approach
that helps to improve our knowledge of policy networks
(PN) in a regional context. This paper attempts to contrib-
ute to the literature in two ways. In the Wrst place, evidence
about LA21 experiences is scarce, and mainly concerns
regional promotion of LA21, through networking pro-
cesses. Secondly, although research on PN has produced
useful results, we are still some way from a plausible, con-
sensus-based theory of PN (Peterson, 2003), and this paper
attempts to contribute towards the establishment of this
theory.

LA21 promotion as a means of improving SD is a major
objective in many countries. We also, therefore, wish to
assist political managers in launching public and private
processes of collaboration for LA21 dissemination, provid-
ing them with the main details of a successful experience
and a conceptual model that emphasises the crucial ele-
ments in this endeavour. In addition we underline features
of the strategy that could be improved upon. This may
make it possible to reduce the risk perceived by political
managers when it comes to starting up a networking pro-
cess. Other regions could then use this approach to achieve
successful PN.

The present article starts with the study area, with a
description of the Basque Autonomous Community
(BAC), where the number of LA21 processes has grown
spectacularly during the last 3 years. In the following sec-
tion, we propose a methodological approach. The third sec-
tion provides an integrated PN framework, underlining the
antecedents that, in our estimation, explain the success of a
regional knowledge-driven network for LA21 promotion.
This conceptual framework acts as a “map” for the rest of
the article.

2. The BAC and the SD: A brief overview

Located in the north of Spain, on the south-western bor-
der of France, the BAC comprises the provinces of Álava,
Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya. Population density in the BAC is
high, the region’s industry is solid, and its gross domestic
product (GDP) higher than the Spanish average. Although
in overall terms the BAC is a highly industrialised and
urbanised region, there are sparsely populated rural areas
dependent on agriculture, livestock rearing and forestry.
More than 75% of the 250 municipalities have less than
3000 inhabitants.

After the 1980 Statute of Autonomy, BAC assumed a
signiWcant degree of self-government in diVerent Welds such
as health, education, culture, public order, trade, environ-
ment and social exclusion. Besides establishing the powers
to be transferred from central government, the Statute also
endowed the BAC with a special tax regime, whereby the
regional tax authorities levy all taxes except import–export
duties through the three Provincial Councils. However,
the Basque government then transfers a previously agreed
quota to the central state Treasury in compensation for
common Spanish expenditure and in payment for powers
not assumed by the BAC.

As a result of the decentralisation process initiated with
the 1980 Statute of Autonomy, decision-making powers in
the BAC are divided between four categories of public
bodies: the Spanish Government; the Basque regional
Parliament (Basque Government); the Provincial Councils
(provincial government) and Town and Local Councils
(municipal government).

The concept of environmental sustainability took its
time to sink roots within the institutional sphere of the
BAC. In the 1980s and 1990s, oYcial pro-SD action con-
centrated on improving the energy eYciency of companies
and on the replacement of oil by natural gas. It was not till
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after the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Summit that the concept of
environmental sustainability began to be more widely man-
ifest in Euskadi, both in terms of plans and of regulations.
The General Law 3/1998 for the Protection of the Environ-
ment represented important progress. However, the envi-
ronmental aspect still remained separate from the social
and economic dimensions, with consequent problems for
the integration of strategies and interventions.

What constituted a deWnitive step forward was the sign-
ing, by the President of the Basque Government, in January
2001, of the “Basque Country’s Commitment to Sustainabil-
ity” as it made explicit the intention to lay the foundations
for a new SD model that incorporated the aforementioned
triple dimension. Finally, on 5 June 2002 the Basque Gov-
ernment approved the “Basque Environmental Strategy for
Sustainable Development 2002–2020”. Although not legally
binding, this document included more than 200 commit-
ments and the high-priority objectives of Basque environ-
mental policy including LA21. This strategy has an
environmental focus, but aims for harmonic integration
with other strategies oriented towards economic and social
development.

Since then, the BAC has advanced, via various eco-
nomic, social and environmental initiatives, along the road
to SD. The regional government’s most recent LA21-
related performance is the Basque Network of Municipali-
ties for Sustainability, oYcially presented on 20 December
2002. The network was given the mission of “stimulating
the eVective development of LA21 processes and integrat-
ing sustainability criteria in municipal management under a
common strategy, promoting the role of the municipalities
in a sustainable development strategy within the BAC, as
well as involving Basque society” (Udalsarea 21, 2004, p. 3).
As a result of this strategy, the Udaltalde 21 (groups of
municipalities) and Udalsarea 21 (municipality network)
projects were established. These are clearly the most inno-
vative LA21-related performances undertaken by the BG
and will therefore be the main focus of the paper.

3. Research method

As we show later, the Basque case was selected because of
successful results in terms of LA21 dissemination and also
the innovative way in which policy was designed on the basis
of the creation of a regional knowledge-driven network. In
the course of the study, the literature review directed us to
theory generation in the area of LA21 promotion policies, so
a qualitative research methodology was adopted for the case
study (Yin, 1994; Stake, 1995; Neuman, 1997; Perry, 1998;
Punch, 1998). Because the LA21 promotion policy is an
ongoing contemporary phenomenon, it needs to be investi-
gated within its real-life context. The depth and detail of
qualitative data can be obtained only by getting physically
and psychologically closer to the phenomenon through sur-
veys and in-depth interviews (Alam and Perry, 2002). Find-
ings are then evaluated for reliability and validity (Leplin,
1986; Hunt, 1991; Perry, 1998).
Multiple sources of evidence were used to aid research
validity (Yin, 1994). We obtained the primary data through
telephone and personal interviews with 20 people, two sur-
veys, and via our anonymous participation in three public
forums (Alonsotegui, Bilbao and Getxo). A summary of
primary sources used is included in Table 1.

The interviews lasted between 1 and 5 h. Sometimes the
same person was interviewed a number of times. Reliability
was achieved using a standard format written out as an
interviewer guide and was also supported by researchers’
experience. Table 1 identiWes the speciWc identities and
responsibilities of the individuals interviewed. Our objective
was to obtain complete representation from the diVerent
actors who make up the Udalsarea network. This is in keep-
ing with one of the goals of qualitative research, which is to
portray the range and depth of the phenomena, which in
turn is important in developing theory (Alam and Perry,
2002). We use a “snowball” process for the identiWcation of
the diVerent interviewees.

A preliminary survey was also sent during the 2001–2002
period to all municipalities that had shown special interest
in LA21 issues (by signing the Aalborg Charter or joining

Table 1
Field work

Source: Authors’ own work.
a Only six of the surveys sent were answered by municipalities, the rest

being answered by the technician of the Mancomunidad.

Surveys

Number of
surveys sent

Number of
surveys answered

Response
rate (%)

First survey 62 45 72.58
Second survey 51 35 68.63a

Number Interviewed

In-depth interviews
IHOBE 5 Jose Luis Aurrekoetxea,

Alex Botto, Agate Goyarrola,
Josu Sanz and Javier González

Basque
Government

1 Eusebio Larrañaga (Department
of Land Planning and Environment)

Guipúzcoa
council
executive

1 Itziar Eizaguirre (Department
of Environment)

Vizcaya
council
executive

1 Marta Barco (Department of
Women and Social AVairs)

Municipality
town council

5 María Asís and Isabel Garcés (Bilbao),
Aitor Santisteban (Alonsotegi), Eukene
Goarronetxea (Mungia), Gorka Ortigosa
(Errenteria)

Biosphere Reserve
of Urdaibai

1 Xabier Arana

Environmental
Studies Centre, 
Vitoria

1 Ane Velasco

Other contacts via
telephone and
e-mail

5 Elixabette Zuriarrain (municipality of
Zarauz), Izaskun Zeziaga (municipalities
of Azcoitia and Azpeitia), Jon Torre
(Mancomunidad of Arratia), Luis Kazalis
(Mancomunidad of Lea Artibai), Nieves
Terán (municipality of Santurce)
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the Basque Commitment to Sustainability). Results showed
that LA21 was clearly in its infancy in the BAC and also
that the methodology followed neither broadened nor rein-
forced participative structures or citizen involvement in the
process, two of the more characteristic aspects underpin-
ning LA21 Programmes. This enabled us to establish the
Wrst step in our analysis. We also sought to study the results
of these two programmes, sending a new survey in 2003
to the same municipalities to measure the progress made.
But the slow rate of response prevents us from drawing
any conclusions about general trends in LA21 processes.
Despite this, the responses received showed that local-level
LA21-related functions and tasks have been farmed out to
the Development Agencies and mancomunidades (we look
at this issue in further detail later).

In addition, secondary sources were used, gathering
information on LA21 performances of Basque municipali-
ties online, the Internet being a major source of communi-
cation initiatives, and from the Basque Government and
local authorities. Once we had obtained all the required
information, a comparison was made of the present situa-
tion, now that Udaltalde and Udalsarea are being imple-
mented, with the situation in 2001, when Udaltalde was
only a pilot project.

4. Proposing a new conceptual PN framework

Because our approach was integrative, we needed to
review literature from a multidisciplinary perspective.
Based on the main conclusions oVered by the literature and
on the in-depth study of the BAC experience, this paper
aims to make a theoretical contribution by proposing an
integrated approach to understanding the antecedents and
consequences of a regional knowledge-driven network for
LA21 promotion (see Fig. 1). The framework incorporates
13 literature-driven propositions analysed in the BAC case.
Fig. 1. A model of regional network for LA21.

REGIONAL NETWORK FOR LA21 PROMOTION: A MODEL

Antecedents

General
Antecedents

Contextual
Conditions

Management
Requirements

P1: Regional territory: a 
suitable context for a 
knowledge-driven network 
for LA21 promotion 

P2: Regional government 
success in promoting 
LA21 is strongly 
dependent upon the 
cooperation and joint 
resource mobilisation of 
policy actors outside its 
hierarchical control

P3: Specific localised 
capabilities

P6: Company and citizen 
involvement

P4: Orientation of the 
policy network towards: 
raising global consciousness; 
facilitating the negotiation
and establishment of global
standards; gathering and
disseminating knowledge

P5: Mutual benefit

P12: Consensus on policy 
goals

P7: Clearly defined
partner role

P9: Leadership

P13: Performance 
orientation 

P11: Economic 
commitment to reduce risk 
andu ncertainty

P8: PN powerhouses

Policy Network Success 

P10: Long Term

Regional Framework 

Power Dissemination 

Region Capabilities 

PN Characteristics 

AL21 Characteristics 

PN Structure 

Commitment Level 

Management Style 

Consequences

(PN = Policy Network)
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We diVerentiate between three categories of antecedents.
What we refer to as general antecedents concern the ulti-
mate reasons explaining the convenience of designing and
developing a regional PN for sustainable development pro-
motion (Propositions 1 and 2). Contextual conditions are
the speciWc characteristics of the region (Proposition 3),
of the PN (Propositions 4 and 5) and of the Wnal objective
pursued, LA21 implementation (Proposition 6). Manage-
ment requirements refer to the key factors for success in the
implementation of the LA21 network and are, in turn,
divided into three categories: PN structure (Propositions 7
and 8), commitment level (Propositions 9–11) and manage-
ment style (Propositions 12 and 13). The consequence is
LA21 network success, at least in terms of LA21 dissemina-
tion.

Regional literature and the New Public Management
publications provided disseminated conclusions regarding
general antecedents. New Public Management, PN and
what scant LA21 literature existed improved our under-
standing of the contextual conditions. Public–private
partnership literature contributed knowledge in relation to
management requirements. The next sections develop and
discuss propositions in the context of the BAC network for
LA21 implementation, following the framework included
in Fig. 1.

5. General antecedents

5.1. Regional territory: a suitable context
for a knowledge-driven network

Regional literature provides a rationale for a regional
PN for LA21 promotion. Regional economies are synergy-
laden systems of physical and relational assets, and ongoing
globalisation is intensifying this situation (Scott and Stor-
per, 2003).

The spatial proximity of large numbers of people, busi-
nesses and institutions locked into dense networks of inter-
action provides the essential conditions for many-sided
exchanges of information to occur (Scott and Storper,
2003) to promote their joint interests (Becattini, 1990;
Asheim, 2000). One particularly powerful phenomenon is
face-to-face contact for the transmission of complex and
uncertain messages (Leamer and Storper, 2001). These
interdependencies—often untraded—have a strong quasi-
public goods character, “meaning they are the source of
positive externalities that are more or less freely available to
local Wrms but are the property of none” (Scott and Stor-
per, 2003, p. 587). These “regional economic commons”
(Scott and Storper, 2003) are crucial for overall regional
success, but producers are tempted to engage in free-rider
behaviour by poaching these resources from the regional
resource pool (Braczyk et al., 1998; Maskell, 1999; Johans-
son et al., 2001).

Successful regions must then be able to engage in
regional foresight exercises that identify and cultivate their
assets, undertake collaborative processes to plan and imple-
ment change and encourage a regional mindset that fosters
growth. Therefore we expect that: The regional territory is a
suitable context for prompting a knowledge-driven network
for LA21 implementation (Proposition 1).

In the case of the BAC there is no question that the
regional network has been fundamental in achieving LA21
dissemination. Beginning in 2002 with 1% of the municipal-
ities (Vitoria and Alonsotegui) involved in LA21 implemen-
tation, by 2006, after 4 years, the network had managed to
encourage 55% of municipalities to implement the Agenda
and become members of Udalsarea 21. A further 34% of
municipalities were in the design phase. The remaining
municipalities found themselves in the previous phases of
information and training (see Table 2). The number of
town councils that become integrated within the LA21
action implementation phase, i.e. the Udalsarea 21 network,
grows each year. At the beginning of 2003, 14 councils were
incorporated; in 2004, 21; in 2005, 29; and in 2006, 72. By
2006 there were, therefore, 138 municipalities involved in
the network, thus demonstrating that the robustness of the
process was increasing.

Membership of Udalsarea 21 is relevant in that the
requirements for participation are rather ambitious, since
municipalities must have Wnished their LA21 design. They
are also required to appoint an oYcer (and a substitute)
responsible for taking part in the Technical Network Com-
mittee. Municipalities also have to establish channels for
civil participation and are required to have ratiWed the
Charter of Aalborg or the Commitment for the Sustainabil-
ity of the BAC, as proof of the local authority’s political
commitment.

Research Wndings emphasised that Udatalde 21 and
Udalsarea 21 were the most important factors for the prolif-
eration of LA21 in the BAC. But, it is still too early to say
whether Udaltalde and Udalsarea projects will be a success
in terms of improving SD. Also, there are still no local SD
indicators to evaluate the progress of municipalities on
LA21. Nevertheless, qualitative evidence permits us to note
that town councils are undertaking numerous initiatives
that are contributing to meeting SD objectives. So, our
study of the action plans reveals that local authorities are,
for instance, passing laws to enforce the construction of sus-
tainable dwellings within their territory; combating water
leaks due to the use of deteriorated supply networks;
improving public transport to oVset CO2 emissions caused
by private vehicles and help to interconnect diVerent areas

Table 2
Municipalities’ progress on LA21 (% of municipalities in each phase)

Source: Authors’ own work.

Information
(%)

Trading
(%)

LA21 design
(%)

LA21 implementation
(%)

2002 ND ND ND 1
2003 50 30 12 6
2004 26 31 28 14
2005 10 14 49 26
2006 3 6 37 54



38 J.M. Barrutia et al. / Geoforum 38 (2007) 33–48
within the municipality; rationalising excessive land con-
sumption through town and country planning directives
encouraging the building of higher dwellings, and; support-
ing environmental education initiatives in schools.

In conclusion, the regional territory clearly acted as a
suitable context for prompting a knowledge-driven net-
work for LA21 implementation. Nevertheless, results in
terms of SD improvement will have to be analysed in a
long-term perspective and with a quantitative focus.

5.2. Power dissemination: a comprehensive network
is needed

New public management literature provides a rationale
for a regional PN for LA21 promotion that involves a
balance of power between policy actors. New Public Man-
agement “is characterised by decision systems in which
territorial and functional diVerentiation disaggregates ef-
fective problem-solving capacity into a collection of sub-
systems of actors with specialised tasks and limited
competence and resources” (Hanf and O’Toole, 1992,
p. 166).

Governments have become increasingly dependent on
the cooperation and joint resource mobilisation of policy
actors outside their hierarchical control. These changes
have favoured the emergence of PN as a new form of gover-
nance, diVerent from the two conventional forms of gover-
nance (hierarchy and market), which allows governments
to mobilise political resources in situations where these
resources are widely dispersed among public and private
actors (Kenis and Schneider, 1991; Marin and Mayntz,
1991; Kooiman, 1993; Mayntz, 1994; Le Galès, 1995).
Therefore we expect that: Regional government success in
promoting LA21 implementation is strongly dependent upon
the cooperation and joint resource mobilisation of policy
actors, with various abilities and capacities, outside its hierar-
chical control (Proposition 2).

In the BAC, the creation of the LA21 promotion net-
work was not seen as just one more strategic alternative,
but rather as an absolute necessity. Where the municipali-
ties were concerned, the BG knew, Wrst of all, that many
important powers of relevance to SD are held by the
municipalities. Territorial Planning is a good example,
being pertinent to the construction of more sustainable
homes or to land use geared to more sustainable transport.
Secondly, the BG recognised that local councils are particu-
larly adept at maintaining proximity to citizens and estab-
lishing eVective communication with them. In third place,
the BG knew that no LA21 strategy would work without
contributions from municipalities, which would ultimately
have to make the eVort to design and establish actions to
improve sustainability.

The involvement and commitment of Provincial Coun-
cils and the association of municipalities (EUDEL) was
also needed. The municipalities are integrated within
Provincial Councils, on whom an important part of their
Wnancing depends. In addition, signiWcant powers for
achieving SD targets, such as intermunicipal transport,
are in the hands of the Provincial Councils. The eVective
involvement of Provincial Councils in the process is
remarkably important. Fig. 2 shows this clearly. Practically
all the municipalities in the provinces of Guipúzcoa and
Vizcaya are involved in LA21 implantation. Nevertheless,
LA21 is relatively thin on the ground in the province of
Álava. We found two explanations: (1) for historical rea-
sons, Álava has a better environmental proWle and, as a
Fig. 2. Map of municipalities belonging to Udaltalde and Udalsarea.



J.M. Barrutia et al. / Geoforum 38 (2007) 33–48 39
consequence, a less urgent perceived need, and (2) the
regional government and the provincial government are
governed by diVerent political parties that are continually
at loggerheads. So the Provincial Council may be less com-
mitted to the strategy. Álava is a member of Udalsarea,
signifying a relative degree of involvement, but the low
implementation levels of LA21 processes in the province
show that there is no eVective commitment. In fact, the
Government of Álava has contributed fewer economic
resources for implementing actions.

In conclusion, the BG was clearly dependent on the
cooperation and joint resource mobilisation of policy
actors outside their hierarchical control. The BG was, con-
sequently, aware that its role was only a prompting, driving
and facilitating one. It had to involve stakeholders in LA21,
while making them feel, at the same time, that they were the
“owners” of the process. To this end, before the PN was
developed and implemented, the BG created the right envi-
ronment through a shared vision, the early participation of
the stakeholders and the formation of a network of believ-
ers among network members. The stakeholders involve-
ment, created the combination of human, economic and
knowledge resources, required for the process to be success-
ful.

6. Contextual conditions

6.1. SpeciWc localised capabilities: networking culture and 
pre-existent structures

LA21 is part of the process of achieving SD at the local
level, taking the general principles of A21 and translating
them into speciWc plans and actions for speciWc communi-
ties (Hewitt, 1995; Mehta, 1996; Sharp, 1998; Twyman,
1998). But the implantation of LA21 processes calls for
a complex combination of skills, which must be created
(Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 2000). The municipalities should
have facilitating skills, coupled with diplomacy and
patience, to set in motion two-directional communication
channels with citizens and the style of democratic gover-
nance which AL21 implantation demands. Furthermore,
they must understand the complexity deriving from inter-
actions between the three SD dimensions, between the
diVerent Government levels and between the institutional,
legislative and administrative dimensions. Moreover, to be
able to design LA21 Action Plans one has to understand
the impact of rapidly changing surrounding factors. This is
why most of the eVorts made by local authorities to “inter-
nalise” the LA21 process are channelled through local
government training.

It has been said that, to mitigate these diYculties, LA21
could be eVectively facilitated through regional networks of
LA21 oYcers who, by sharing information, contribute to
programme diVusion and self-learning (Barrett and Usui,
2002). Consequently, regional governments need to estab-
lish collaborative processes between municipalities, geared
to the creation and diVusion of knowledge. But it is also
necessary to seek the involvement of intermediate govern-
ment levels. This throws up an additional diYculty. Imple-
mentation of PN by regional authorities is also a complex
process requiring speciWc localised capabilities similar to
those mentioned above with regard to the municipalities.
Then, as Maskell and Malmberg (1999) state, knowledge-
creation processes are inXuenced by speciWc localised capa-
bilities such as resources, institutions, social and cultural
structures. Therefore we expect that: The implementation
and the success of a knowledge-driven network for LA21 pro-
motion is strongly inXuenced by speciWc localised capabilities
(Proposition 3).

In the BAC case, there is no doubt that some pre-exis-
tent structures and capacities were of key importance.
Firstly, networking experience was crucial to taking the
decision that created the LA21 network and also for its
successful management. There is a strong underlying net-
working culture in the BAC. In the late 1980s, the BG
implemented an industrial cluster policy, which provided
an initial experience and some relational resources. Indus-
trial clusters performed successfully and were precursors of
a PN to promote quality in industry that has been in opera-
tion since 1993. This policy was subsequently extended to
education, health and the public sector in general and
played a determinant role in inspiring a networking philos-
ophy for the promotion of LA21 processes. Today the BAC
maintains a leadership position in terms of quality certiW-
cates and EFQM (European Foundation for Quality Man-
agement) awards.

IHOBE, a public company whose task is the promotion
of SD in the BAC, had been working to encourage the
spread of ISO 14001 quality certiWcates among companies,
within the framework of the quality promotion PN. Their
managers, once they had tested out the potential oVered by
networking, had the idea of transferring this philosophy to
LA21. The Wrst step was to adapt the methodology of
group work, successfully used for ISO 14001 implantation
in Basque Wrms, to the Udaltalde 21. The usefulness of this
methodology as a tool for the joint execution of LA21 pro-
cesses between municipalities was borne out with the crea-
tion of the Udaltalde 21 Pilot. Networking, then, seems to
work as a cumulative process.

Finally, one resource that was fundamental for the suc-
cess of the process was the pre-existence of small supra-
municipal organisations. Municipalities have to face multi-
ple limitations, most of which increase proportionally as
the size of the municipality decreases. Such limitations are
often faced using a networking approach. Indeed, many of
the municipalities join together for the common provision
of fundamental services (such as the water supply, waste
management, environmental activities, tourist promotion,
etc.). These pre-existent structures, named mancomunidades
(»communities of municipalities), have proved to be key
factors in disseminating LA21 through networking. Most
Udaltaldes 21 have been created within mancomunidades.
The importance of these pre-existing structures for a suc-
cessful outcome was very quickly taken on board.
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The Udaltalde 21 that was set up in the year 2000 may be
considered a pilot experience. IHOBE worked with nine
town councils from the three provinces. The pilot project
included the municipalities of Llodio and Amurrio in
Álava; Santurce, Erandio and Basauri in Vizcaya; and
Zarauz, Legazpi, Azcoitia and Azpeitia in Guipúzcoa.
These speciWc municipalities were chosen because (1) they
were medium-sized, (2) they had a similar proWle on envi-
ronment and (3) they belonged to the three provinces of the
BAC. Three Wrms of consultants, Minuartia, Sayma and
Ingurune, also formed a temporary business alliance. A
training course was given at the beginning of the project,
and other speciWc advisory courses followed in each munic-
ipality. Regular meetings were held throughout the process.
A citizen participation forum and an internal committee
were set up. An environmental diagnosis was produced for
each municipality, the outlines of the diagnosis providing
the basis for a series of targets and objectives. Once these
objectives had been classiWed by priority, a list of perfor-
mances was compiled in the action plan document. To mea-
sure progress, twenty common indicators were proposed to
facilitate comparisons between municipalities; each munici-
pality then established between Wve to ten individual
indicators. The original target, which envisaged all these
municipalities Wnishing LA21 implementation, including
launch of the action plan by 2001, soon proved impossible,
which is why most municipalities later joined the new Udal-
taldes.

It was not a satisfactory experience, and the strategy was
redesigned. The new Udaltaldes 21 diVer from the pilot
scheme in the way they are grouped. After the pilot experi-
ence, municipalities were grouped according to geographi-
cal criteria in preference to statistical clustering criteria. BG
learned that success depended on capitalising on strong ter-
ritory-associated historical ties. Local governments worked
jointly within the mancomunidades, freely created to obtain
synergies in the provision of some public services while col-
laborating with local development agencies. Furthermore,
municipalities located close to each other usually have simi-
lar environmental characteristics, making synergies evident.
As noted above, some town councils that took part in the
Wrst pilot project subsequently joined these new geographi-
cally oriented Udaltaldes.

In conclusion, some localised capabilities were vital in
the case of the BAC, particularly networking experience
and culture and the pre-existence of two structures such as
IHOBE (which acted as a connecting link between quality
networking and LA21 networking), and the mancomunid-
ades. The PN was set up with the aim of creating other nec-
essary but not pre-existing skills, such as the complex
knowledge and resources required for implanting LA21 in
municipalities.

6.2. Key functions of PN

Inside PN literature, the “governance school” (e.g. Kenis
and Schneider, 1991; Marin and Mayntz, 1991; Kooiman,
1993; Mayntz, 1994; Le Galès, 1995), which conceives
PN as a speciWc form of governance, has highlighted the
key functions of a public-driven PN, including: (1) raising
global consciousness, (2) facilitating the negotiation and
establishment of global standards, (3) gathering and dis-
seminating knowledge (increasing eYciency and eYcacy
and avoiding duplication) and (4) serving as innovative
implementation mechanisms (Witte et al., 2000). Therefore
we expect that: The more the LA21 network is oriented
towards the named key functions, the greater the success of
the PN (Proposition 4).

The BG’s Wrst task, in partnership with the pioneering
local institutions, was to create global awareness of the
importance of establishing LA21 tools. From that moment
on the policy was conceived as a process of knowledge crea-
tion and dissemination. BG oVered support in the shape of
Wnancial aid, as did the Provincial Councils (details regard-
ing Wnancial aid are provided in the discussion of Proposi-
tion 11). But the focus was on knowledge provision and
knowledge sharing. Basque programmes also focus on the
knowledge of LA21 experts (consultants). Initially, there
were no LA21 experts in the BAC. The BG, through
IHOBE, required local consultancies to work in partner-
ship with international consultancies specialising in LA21.
This demand was a basic element in the creation of consul-
tancies able to provide knowledge at the highest level.

The BG’s initiatives are incorporated into each of the
following four phases: (1) Information; (2) Training and
Education; (3) LA21 Design and (4) LA21 Implementation.
In the Wrst phase, they use two tools: Wrstly, a web page
(http://www.inguremena.net), which gathers information
about the real situation in municipalities, Udaltalde- and
Udalsarea-related performances and other issues of interest,
such as Wnancial funds, LA21 and SD documentation. The
other tool is an information free-phone number for town
councils. This free-phone is run by eight university trained
specialists, who answer 3500 calls a year. When necessary,
this information is complemented by up to 4 h free consult-
ing in situ in the municipality. The educational phase
focuses on two features: methodological guides (covering
best practices, indicators, LA21 methodology, key docu-
ments from international agreements, etc.) and training
courses for town council personnel. We look at phases (3)
and (4) in further detail later.

IHOBE advises municipalities to use the support of con-
sulting companies, mainly in communicative processes and
in the collection of data for the local diagnosis. Usually, all
the municipalities in the same Udaltalde work with a single
consulting Wrm throughout the entire process. But some
Udaltaldes select diVerent companies (e.g. Burutzaldea). A
few other municipalities only recruited external consulting
for the diagnosis, the action plan being prepared by a tech-
nician at each town council (e.g. Enkarterriak).

In conclusion, the complexity of the process generated a
strong sense of insecurity in the local authorities, which
made it very diYcult for them to get the process going.
Consequently, the BG, via IHOBE, acted as an LA21 “mis-

http://www.inguremena.net
http://www.inguremena.net
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sionary” vis-à-vis the municipalities, provincial councils
and consultants and directed its eVorts towards the creation
and diVusion of the complex combination of knowledge
needed for running LA21 processes, using the means
referred to above. This allowed them to attenuate the
doubts and fears sensed by local authorities and fuel the
process. Fortunately, what the BG needed, coincided with
what the PN are able to do well.

6.3. Mutual beneWt

The basic idea behind PN and public–private partner-
ship literature is mutual beneWt (Pongsiri, 2002). It would
not be easy to promote a collaborative process in which not
all the stakeholders win. A general consensus exists in that
the essence of a successful partnership is cooperation and a
mutually supportive relationship between stakeholders and
the recognition that each party has a stake in the success of
the other (e.g. Waddock, 1988; Kolzow, 1994; Hart, 1998;
Lockwood et al., 2000; Bagchi and Paik, 2001). Therefore
we expect that: The greater the mutual beneWt the greater the
success of the LA21 network (Proposition 5).

Although SD seems to be a common BG and local gov-
ernment objective, research has shown that some munici-
palities are unwilling to pioneer LA21 implementation. The
main reasons for this reluctance were that local political
leaders (1) lack experience of tools as innovative and com-
plex as LA21 (an aspect we went into more when discussing
Proposition 4), (2) were afraid the municipal diagnosis
would reveal how bad the local situation was, and (3) were
worried about promising citizens actions they could not
deliver. Finally, (4) the shortage of both human and
economic resources seemed to be another important
factor complicating actual process implementation. This
prompted the BG to design a strategy addressed to local
governments that saw less diYculties and more beneWts in
implementing LA21. Initially, the government created pro-
grammes designed to support the activities of pioneering
believers. These programmes helped to create a favourable
atmosphere and to reduce doubts and fears among other
local institutions. Also, the prestige eVect was exploited.
Being a member of Udalsarea 21 is a prestige move for
town councils (an external indicator of good management)
and many of them are encouraging LA21 processes so as to
be able to join. Moreover, as we shall show in discussing
Proposition 11, the network shaped up right from the start
as a strategic tool in the search for funding for town council
LA21 initiatives.

So, in the case of the BAC, local government perception
of these beneWts had to be reinforced, and became a crucial
factor in policy success. IHOBE managers had to “sell” the
advantages of the process to the municipalities. That is why
they describe themselves as “missionaries”. The municipali-
ties only took the decision to start the process when they
perceived that they were going to receive clear support in
the shape of human and knowledge resources in the design
stage of LA21 and would, in addition, be able to obtain
economic resources to implement the actions their citizens
were asking for. Notwithstanding, there are still some
municipalities that detect more risks than beneWts and have
decided not to proceed with LA21 implantation.

6.4. Local Wrms and citizen involvement and commitment

Besides requiring a proactive response from the local
government sector, LA21 also entails a serious and visible
commitment from the local citizenship (Hutchinson and
Frances, 1996; Echebarria et al., 2004). In this sense, a con-
sensus exists about the urgent need for ‘bottom-up’ strate-
gies and citizen empowerment for improving local quality
of life (McMahon, 2002; Scott, 2002a,b). Furthermore, as
Gibbs (2000) points out, “sustainability can only be built
around value and institutional shifts in society”.

LA21 places major emphasis on participatory structures
and social learning processes (Kelly and Moles, 2000) and
for this reason local authorities must direct their eVorts
towards the creation of forums and consultation processes.
The community has to be accountable for long-term conse-
quences and understand the need for radically altered per-
ceptions of what contributes to quality of life (Hutchinson
and Frances, 1996). In the end, the local community has to
meet its own needs; it should therefore decide which initia-
tives to develop, with local authorities taking the role of
facilitator (Kitchen et al., 1997). To succeed, it should previ-
ously have provided a framework for achieving consensus
among stakeholders, while eVective participatory structures
need to be developed to ensure consensus on LA21 strate-
gies (Foh Lee, 2001; Freeman et al., 1996; Steinberg
and Sara, 2000). Therefore we expect that: LA21 success is
strongly dependent upon the involvement and commitment of
local Wrms and citizens (Proposition 6).

Although local Wrms and citizens could have been
included in Proposition 2, they are so relevant to LA21 that
they need to be dealt with separately. An indicator of the
convenience of citizen involvement for reaching SD targets
is that, while companies in the BAC are improving energy
eYciency and reducing CO2 emissions, citizens are con-
suming more and more natural resources per capita and
increasing their use of highly contaminating private trans-
port. LA21 philosophy is based mainly on the proximity of
local governments to their businesses and citizens. As a
result, the creation of channels of participation is a condi-
tion for joining the Udalsarea 21 network.

But we have some concerns regarding the involvement
and commitment of local business and citizens. Low levels of
interest and/or free-rider behaviour, both of them high-
lighted in the literature, would seem to be rife among these
actors. Our research has conWrmed serious diYculties in
achieving their eVective participation. Especially notable is
the non-presence in forums of the companies that pollute the
most, largely because they are very wary of the reaction of
the most environmentally aware citizens. Furthermore, not
all citizens are represented. Participation in forums is mostly
limited to environmental associations and retired people.
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Another concern refers to local authorities’ work in
designing action plans. We found that when local authori-
ties attempted to implement LA21 principles in practice,
they tended to focus on public institutional actions that
were never likely to achieve the required changes in the way
ordinary people and businesses thought and behaved. Some
municipalities seemed to understand participation processes
as mere informative actions, forgetting to stress the impor-
tance of decision-making by the local community itself. Bil-
bao City Council, for instance, recently drew up an Action
Plan that was excellent from the technical point of view, but
was not accompanied by suYcient citizen participation.
Once the Plan had been designed, it was presented in diVer-
ent areas of the municipality with minimal attendance from
the city’s inhabitants. Participation is not synonymous
with advertising or unidirectional communication. More
research into this crucial LA21 issue is needed. EVective
policies must be designed and best practices extended.

7. Management requirements

Experience increasingly indicates that many countries
beneWt from a more collaborative relationship between
diVerent levels of government, and between them and pri-
vate entities (e.g. Flora et al., 1992; Larkin, 1994; Rosenau,
1999; Lockwood et al., 2000). But partnership success is
strongly dependent on management approaches. Although
there is no magic formula for a successful partnership (Bag-
chi and Paik, 2001), previous public–private partnership
studies have discussed several management factors for suc-
cess. We believe that these factors can be grouped within
three categories. The Wrst group of factors is associated
with the PN structure. The second concerns the real level of
involvement of the driver of the partnership, in our case the
BG, within the PN. Finally, there is a third factor group in
relation to the style that guides management of the net-
work.

7.1. PN structure

The PN structure is a central element in a networking
experience. In relation to this structure, the literature has
focused on two elements. The Wrst is the need to establish a
realistic and clearly deWned partner role (Hart, 1998; Bag-
chi and Paik, 2001). The PN must be comprehensive, incor-
porating all actors of relevance to a successful outcome;
this aspect was mentioned when we discussed Proposition
2. But, in addition, each actor must have a role that is clear
and in tune with its capacities. Therefore we expect that:
The more pragmatic and clearly deWned partner roles are, the
greater the success of the LA21 network (Proposition 7).

Due to limitations of space, PN structure and partner
role, in the case of the BAC, are summarised in Fig. 3 (Udat-
alde 21: Design) and Fig. 4 (Udalasarea 21: Implementation).
Fig. 3. Policy network structure. Udaltalde 21 (LA21 design).

PRIVATE SECTOR Assesors, consultants 

PUBLIC SECTOR 

Basque sustainability 

Foundation (IHOBE) 

Coordinating company (e.g.
Development Agency, 
Mancomunidad)

Municipalities

SUPORT AND 
TECHNICAL
SUPERVISION

To invigorate and coordinate the activities, acting of link among the different members of the 
Udaltalde 21.
To negotiate the necessary budget to carry out the common actions.
To support municipalities of smaller size, characterized by the lack of human resources and 
necessary time to establish theL ocal Agenda 21.

To promote the constitution of the group of municipalities. 
To promote between the group the contribution and participation  
To transfer the experiences of success of the remainder of Udaltaldes 21  
To communicate and report on themes of interest 

Training the municipalities in LA21. 
To support to the coordinating company in all the phases of design of theLA21 

Training
Experts



J.M. Barrutia et al. / Geoforum 38 (2007) 33–48 43
Udaltalde 21 is a task force involving a number of munic-
ipalities seeking to establish LA21 and take advantage of
the beneWts of working in a group. Each Udaltalde 21 has a
coordinating body, often the Mancomunidad or the area’s
Development Agency, which basically manages economic
contributions from member municipalities and performance
diVusion on the web page. IHOBE acts as Technical Secre-
tariat. For their part, the municipalities accept a political
commitment and appoint an LA21 technician. If necessary,
the coordinating body is given technical aid, via an expert
LA21 consultant. Through this initiative, they enjoy the
beneWts of working together, reducing costs and sharing
motivations, knowledge and resources. In deWning tasks for
the diVerent organisations involved, greater control is exer-
cised over target compliance.

Once the design phase is over, municipalities join Udals-
area 21 and commit themselves to carrying out the perfor-
mances included in the LA21 Action Plan. Udalsarea 21
aims to support the transmission of information and pro-
mote more uniform criteria for LA21 design, while facilitat-
ing the creation of citizen participation channels. Town
council members of Udalsarea 21 can count on the support
of IHOBE as Technical Secretariat, which also takes charge
of administrative and coordination tasks, while the Execu-
tive Committee and the Technical Committee manage the
network.

In March 2004, with the prospect of future enlargements
and increasing problems of coordination in a growing net-
work, the technical committee proposed a new model for
internal function, involving the creation of focused task
forces named Ekitaldes, with as many as eight member
municipalities, to deal with diVerent issues relating to the
management of SD. At the Wrst meeting in May 2004, they
decided what speciWc issues needed to be dealt with, as well
as the working schedule. In the Wrst phase, after a brain-
storming session and subsequent evaluation by Udalsarea
Fig. 4. Policy network structure. Udalsarea 21 (LA21 implementation).
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21 members, six Ekitaldes were set up to cover (1) the social
aspects of LA21, (2) municipal policy on the natural
environment, (3) waste management, (4) action plan prepa-
ration and implementation, (5) introduction of sustainabil-
ity criteria in the technical contracts of the municipalities,
and (6) the next 2 years of LA21 implementation: consoli-
dating the project. Working independently, the Ekitaldes
were task-focused, originally being set up for a period of
6 months, though some were extended to a full year.

So, in the case of the BAC, each partner provides, in
accordance with its abilities, one of the ingredients vital to
the successful functioning of the network. The municipali-
ties contribute in-depth knowledge about their own reality,
of key importance for deWning plans that can be eVectively
put into operation. IHOBE gives thrust to the process, pro-
viding information, training, administrative management,
coordination and knowledge. The coordinators from the
mancomunidades contribute identity and thrust to the Uda-
taldes 21 and are the connecting link between the municipal-
ities and the other actors in the process. The consultants
oVer experience in making diagnoses and drawing up action
plans and in the establishment of citizen communication
channels. The Provincial Councils and the BG participate in
the top leadership of the process and provide the economic
resources required for implementing the initiatives con-
tained in the Action Plans. The Ekitaldes facilitate the gener-
ation of knowledge regarding aspects of common interest
and particular complexity. In short, the PN is designed to
create the right combination of resources for the eVective
promotion of LA21, starting out from a pragmatic vision of
what each actor is able to bring to the PN. Thus, in the BAC
example, a pragmatic and clearly deWned PN structure and
partner role has proved to be one of the keys to success.

The second network structure factor which public–pri-
vate partnership literature has focused on is the existence of
project powerhouses. It has been said that the major chal-
lenge to successful networks is identifying and achieving
agreements with key groups and individuals that will act
as project powerhouses (Bagchi and Paik, 2001). Without
them it is very diYcult to carry the project forward. There-
fore we expect that: The greater the success in identifying
and involving key groups and individuals that act as network
powerhouses, the greater the success of the LA21 network
(Proposition 8).

As the BAC LA21 network is mainly a knowledge-
sharing network, pioneering municipalities with exemplary
capacity and specialised consultancies are crucial to
success. The BG asked Mayors and technicians from the
pioneering municipalities to explain and popularise their
experiences. Mutual commitment was crucial to policy suc-
cess. While government policy provided the municipalities
with training plus economic resources, they had to respond
by oVering the knowledge acquired to the community in
general. The contribution of the specialised consultancies
was also valuable. But where the contributions of consul-
tants were concerned, research results also gave some cause
for concern. A highly limited number of consultants often
produce similar diagnoses and action plans for diVerent
municipalities.

In conclusion, pioneering municipalities and specialised
consultants acted as PN powerhouses. However, we have
doubts about the consultants’ role, which is something
IHOBE needs to monitor more closely. Appropriate man-
agement from the BG was necessary to obtain Wrst class
contributions from these network powerhouses. However,
we feel that the eVect could have been reinforced by estab-
lishing a mechanism of recognition for the network power-
houses, perhaps in the form of a “club” of network pioneers
and drivers, as had occurred previously in the quality pro-
motion experience.

7.2. Commitment level

A second group of management requirements is included
in what we have termed the commitment level or real level
of involvement of the driver of the partnership, in our case,
the BG. The Wrst factor, which we have included within
commitment level, is leadership. Successful partnership
requires a strong commitment from those who are at the
highest levels of power and of reference (Waddock, 1988;
Flora et al., 1992; Bagchi and Paik, 2001). Because partner-
ship involves many players from diVerent government lev-
els and the private sector working closely together, it is
essential to have a high coordinator who can provide lead-
ership and steer the process forward by addressing various
complex issues that arise along the way (Bagchi and Paik,
2001). Therefore we expect that: The greater the commit-
ment from the top and leadership, the greater the success of
the LA21 network (Proposition 9).

In the Basque case, strong leadership was crucial to net-
working success. The proactive leadership and initiative of
the government was clearly been major factors in the suc-
cessful diVusion of LA21. Convinced of the long-term
importance of LA21 implementation for the BAC in gen-
eral, the BG decided it should Wnance long-term initiatives,
where beneWts are diYcult to quantify and aVect future gen-
erations (i.e. those not participating in current elections)
more than today’s citizens. A Wrst relevant step was the
aforementioned “commitment to sustainability”. This com-
mitment accepts the need for integrating the environment in
all sector-based policies, insisting on cohesion and the par-
ticipation of local people, while highlighting the importance
of strategic planning for achieving environmental objectives.

Leadership is also associated with the prestige eVect. One
relevant consideration is that the more the BG President
becomes involved, the greater the impact of the prestige
eVect and the greater the local government interest in tak-
ing part in the network. Every year town and city councils
joining Udalsarea 21 receive an award from the regional
minister for Land Planning and Environment, in an act pre-
sided over by the President of the BAC regional govern-
ment. After the presentation of the award the President
personally greets each Mayor from the municipalities and
shares with them his concerns about the LA21 process.
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The Department of Land Planning and Environment
takes a leading role in promoting mobilisation, the eYcient
transfer of knowledge and the creation of a process support
infrastructure. To do this, the department had to sign
agreements with the other PN players. Agreements
included (1) partnership agreements with the three provin-
cial councils. This was not easy considering that diVerent
political parties are in government in the provinces; (2)
partnership with the EUDEL association of municipalities;
(3) partnership agreements with consultants; and (4) eco-
nomic support for IHOBE to fulWl its mission to promote
LA21 throughout Basque society.

The second factor relating to commitment level is long
term focus. Successful partnership seldom occurs sponta-
neously (Bagchi and Paik, 2001). Long term focus and
patience in government and the private sector is a recurring
element in public–private partnership literature (e.g. Wad-
dock, 1988; Larkin, 1994; Bagchi and Paik, 2001). There-
fore we expect that: The greater the long-term commitment
in government the greater the success of the LA21 network
(Proposition 10).

In the Basque case, the long-term maintenance and step-
by-step implementation of the LA21 promotion policy is
expected to be a key to its success. Synergies will be created
in the long term, particularly as more and more municipali-
ties join the diVerent phases of LA21. As we observed when
discussing Proposition 1, in the Basque case, a virtuous
dynamic seems to have been generated and increasing num-
bers of municipalities are looking to participate in the pro-
cess. LA21 awareness seems to occur in an accumulative
way. Cultural change is required and patience is vital,
because such changes take time. Furthermore, a long-term
focus is a fundamental factor for municipalities to make the
decision to start the process oV. Mayors feel that it is not a
passing management fad and that the eVort will be worth
the trouble. A long-term strategy (2002–2020) has been
deWned and the Wrst step accomplished.

The third commitment level indicator emphasised by lit-
erature is economic eVort. Public–private partnerships need
to overcome several challenges. Some authors (Schermer-
horn, 1975; Williamson, 1975; Provan, 1984) suggest that
the formation of partnering relationships often leads to
negative outcomes such as increasing complexity, loss of
decision-making autonomy and information asymmetry.
Others (Kolzow, 1994; Keene, 1998; Hart, 1998; Rosenau,
1999) state that managing risk and uncertainty is crucial to
the success of any partnership. One eVective way to face
negative networking outcomes and reduce risk is to bring
about a situation where the cost of actions is borne mainly
by the members of the network who have the most eco-
nomic resources (Rosenau, 1999). In the LA21 context, it
can make the project more attractive to municipalities and
demonstrate the support and participation of provincial
and regional government. Therefore we expect that: The
more economic commitment to face negative networking
outcomes and to reduce risk and uncertainty, the greater the
success of the LA21 network (Proposition 11).
Municipalities need to allocate major resources to estab-
lish tools with intangible results. Mayors in the municipali-
ties cannot run the risk of passing action plans, with the
support of their citizens, that are subsequently not carried
out through lack of economic resources. Having under-
stood local government concerns about risk and uncer-
tainty, the BG addressed the issue eVectively. The BG and
the Provincial Councils give Wnancial support to Udatalde
21 members that are in turn committed to promoting
LA21. In this framework, the regional government
launched an annual aid order for the design of LA21 in
town and city councils (Udatalde 21, Wrst phase). Per-
formances qualifying for Wnancing include the expenses
incurred in communication activities (mailing, construction
and maintenance of the institutional web page, establish-
ment of citizen forums, municipal newsletters, etc.) and
payments to environmental consultants. Udaltaldes must
approve a management plan with a maximum budget of
100,000 euros. Of that amount, the BG Department of
Land Planning and Environment Wnances 50%, the Provin-
cial Council 30%, and the town councils the remaining 20%,
while they have the autonomy to decide the contributions
of each municipality that belongs to the same Udaltalde,
though this usually depends on population. An indepen-
dent, Wxed contribution, plus another variable contribution,
usually population-based, may also be established.

Moreover, right from the start, the network shaped up as
a strategic tool in the search for funding for town council
performances. In 2003 (the network’s Wrst year), 57 prelimi-
nary projects for the action plans of 30 municipalities
belonging to Udalsarea 21 received Wnancing of 2,181,321
euros, at a time when educational activities were Wnanced
and the municipalities had been helping in the search for
new Wnancing sources. Additionally, network member
municipalities are supposed to have much greater chances
of achieving funding from other types of subsidies and
grants, as is shown by the fact that 15 municipalities from
Udalsarea, together with 44 municipalities belonging to
Udaltaldes 21, were beneWciaries of the Izartu urban revival
programme grants in 2004. The Basque Government, too,
through IHOBE, helps town councils that belong to the
network to obtain funding from the European Community
for its programmes.

It is evident that, in the case of the BAC, a clear, signiW-
cant, transparent economic commitment from the BG and
its provincial councils was key to being able to face nega-
tive networking outcomes and to reduce risk and uncer-
tainty perceived by municipalities.

7.3. Management style of the PN

Finally, public–private partnership literature focuses on
two crucial factors related to the management style of the
network. The Wrst is to share commonly accepted vision/
objectives (Fosler and Berger, 1982; Kolzow, 1994; Keene,
1998; Hart, 1998; Bagchi and Paik, 2001). Partnership
works well if there is broad consensus concerning the value



46 J.M. Barrutia et al. / Geoforum 38 (2007) 33–48
of policy goals. Therefore we expect that: The greater the
consensus concerning the policy goals, the greater the success
of the LA21 network (Proposition 12).

In the BAC case, the running of the network is shared by
all the stakeholders. Trust and consensus is achieved by
joint planning involving discussions on a range of issues
and ironing out obstacles together. BG established a num-
ber of joint task forces and committees (see Figs. 3 and 4).
Thus, the Udaltalde 21 programme encourages collabora-
tion/meetings between municipalities in voluntary ad hoc
groups. Besides helping to create consensus and a relatively
common culture on goals, regular meetings also mean town
councils are required to make an eVort, going some way to
prevent LA21 from just being symbolic plans that are at
best left to overworked environmental staV or to inexperi-
enced students.

Once the action plan has been designed, they have the
chance to join the Udalsarea 21 network in the annual net-
work expansion. Two Committees (an Executive Commit-
tee and a Technical Committee) have been created within
the network. The Wrst, consisting of political oYcials, acts
as a decision-making body in managing the network. All
stakeholders must share key decisions, to prevent the
process being jeopardised by discrepancies of judgement.
Achieving consensus on policy goals is a key dimension of
the BAC LA21 experience. The second committee, formed
by town council technical staV and also technicians from all
other stakeholders, is responsible for implementing planned
activities.

The second crucial element for management style
focussed on by public–private partnership literature is per-
formance orientation. It involves the implementation of a
coherent strategy, performance measures and some means
of controlling the agenda within a partnership (Nagel,
1997; Bagchi and Paik, 2001). Partnerships are likely to be
successful if achievable targets are set, incentives for part-
ners are established, and progress is monitored (Bagchi
and Paik, 2001). Where LA21 is concerned, a system of sus-
tainability indicators can be used to assess progress. Such
indicators need to be connected with a more detailed pro-
gramme that shows the singular subjects of each LA21
(Valentin and Spangenberg, 2000). Indicators provide local
authorities with a tool that supports LA21 development,
measuring performance and progress in a way that is less
bureaucratic and more meaningful to communities
(McMahon, 2002). Therefore we expect that: The greater
the performance orientation, the greater the success of the
LA21 network (Proposition 13).

In the Basque case, speciWc LA21 promotion policy
design is performance-orientated and adapted to policy
results. Targets and commitments were established. Udal-
taldes, for instance, are committed to Wnalising their action
plans in 18 months. In Udalsarea, partners must jointly
deWne a strategy and an annual action plan, including tar-
gets, Wnancial commitments and a calendar, and must name
people responsible for the actions. Then, new public man-
agement practices are established and performance is moni-
tored. But there is also some concern about local
government involvement. In many cases, action plan per-
formances are not launched or are only partially achieved.
This, in our opinion, is probably due to two main reasons:
(1) the action plan may merely be a technical document of
good intentions with no real underlying political commit-
ment or (2) implementation takes longer than originally
estimated, particularly in view of the fact that the adminis-
trative process, from budget approval to the execution of
actions, is a long one. In the Wrst case, penalties might be
established, such as expulsion from the network or with-
holding funding in the successive calls for tender. In the sec-
ond case, the pace of work must be respected; the Xexibility
of the schedules proposed does not appear to be a problem,
bearing in mind that sustainable development is less of a
sprint and more of a long walk.

So it can be aYrmed, in the Basque case, that perfor-
mance orientation is crucial to success. SpeciWc commit-
ments are assumed by all the stakeholders and a response
to other political parties and to the society is required. Then
systematic follow-up is needed.

8. Conclusions and future research

Our research suggests major conclusions regarding three
areas: (1) PN literature, (2) SD and LA21 literatures and (3)
governance; all of them analysed from a geographic/
regional perspective.

8.1. PN

Although research into PN has produced useful results,
we remain some distance away from an acceptable, plausi-
ble theory of PN. Based on the experience gained from the
Basque success story and the literature review, this paper
aims to make a theoretical contribution by proposing an
integrated approach to understanding the antecedents and
consequences of a regional network for LA21 promotion.
As noted above, the BG clearly achieved its objective of
LA21 dissemination. But this was an instrumental objective
to achieve SD in the BAC, based on the involvement of
local government, business and citizens. Although the Wrst
step was successful in terms of LA21, much more work is
needed. It is also too soon to evaluate the eVective impact
on SD, and municipal indicators are now being developed.

Another contribution to the PN literature is the rele-
vance of geographical proximity as a criterion for creating
LA21 work groups. The proWle-based clusters emphasised
in industrial networking literature were not operative in the
LA21 case in the BAC. Geographically based team groups
have been vital to success.

8.2. SD and LA21

We contribute to SD literature by showing that what we
call RA21 may be crucial to LA21 dissemination. As we see
it, RA21 is not only an action plan. It is more a process, a
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strategic complementary tool to (1) create knowledge about
an innovative process, (2) promote a knowledge-sharing
network inside its territory, (3) capitalise regional and local
assets associated with the geographic area (such as previous
ties among municipalities and previous experience in net-
working), (4) help to solve size-associated problems such as
lack of human, economic and knowledge resources, and (5)
prompt general strategic goals arrived at through consen-
sus. Previous literature mainly focused on LA21 as an iso-
lated tool. A new emphasis on an integrated regional action
process is needed too.

8.3. Governance

From a managerial perspective, we use a speciWc empiri-
cal case to show that the way a region operates can be
enhanced by suitable policy intervention based on the con-
cept of regional economies as aggregates of physical and
relational assets. We also identify the key factors govern-
ment managers need to consider when designing and imple-
menting PN. Obviously our empirical case refers to a
speciWc context. Public policy is a contextual issue. Other
contexts should be investigated in the future. Although the
case method provides an in-depth explanation, the results it
provides may not necessarily be extrapolated to other con-
texts. That is why we have deWned 13 propositions identi-
fying the factors that, in our view, explain the success regis-
tered in the case we selected for analysis. Although the issue
studied is LA21 promotion, public sector managers may be
able to use the conclusions to instigate other policies such
as innovation promotion.

Our research also gave rise to some concern, mainly with
regard to the diYculties involved in obtaining eVective
commitment from local authorities, consultants, businesses
and citizens. Success in dissemination does not necessarily
imply real, eVective commitment. There are practices that
need to be improved on in the future. For instance, very
similar local government action plans are put forward to
tackle diVerent problems, due to the fact that the same con-
sultancy Wrms are being used; many actions were not imple-
mented after the expiry date, as a result of a low level of
involvement or from an insuYcient grasp of reality when
plans were at the design stage; information is sometimes
merely pumped at citizens, rather than there being a two-way
communication process that then translates into actions;
there is a lack of representation from many citizen seg-
ments; and the forums are notable for the non-presence of
the major polluting companies, as a result of their reluc-
tance to face the reactions of more environmentally aware
citizens.
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