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Resumo 

Durante os últimos 25 anos, a sustentabilidade tem sido um tema recorrente sem que no 

entanto o seu significado e implicações práticas tivessem deixado de ser debatidas, 

nomeadamente no que respeita ao planeamento urbano. Na verdade, apesar de se 

reconhecer que a sustentabilidade requer fortes competências organizacionais (Campbell, 

1996), a teoria e a prática não chegaram ainda a conclusões sobre como associar essas 

competências com diferentes noções de sustentabilidade. Este estudo pretende contribuir 

para esse debate e obtenção de novos resultados, em particular para o caso das cidades de 

média dimensão. 

Este estudo analisou as noções de sustentabiliade e as práticas de planeamento urbano no 

Projecto da Frente Ribeirinha de Coimbra. Identificou-se uma sequência de três períodos 

para analisar a evolução dessas noções e práticas, assim como para compreender em que 

medida essas práticas reflectem alterações de percepções do conceito de sustentabildade. A 

estrutura conceptual  de van den Berg et al. (1997) de “Capacidade Organizativa” foi 

instrumental para identificar alguns elementos das práticas de planeamento (visão, apoio 

político, liderança, redes estratégicas, participação social e comunicação) e as noções de 

sustentabildiade foram colocadas num contínuo de fraca a forte sustentabilidade 

representando “o grau de mudança nos estilos de vida e comportamento das pessoas 

imposto em nome da sustentabilidade” (Lombardi et al., 2010) 

O resultado global do estudo sugere que “a conceptualização molda a acção” , apesar de a 

análise não ter identificado nenhum elemento crítico o suficiente para que seja 

imediatamente associado  a um conceptualização forte de sustentabilidade. Como estrutura 

conceptual para lidar com a sustentabilidade, a “Capacidade Organizativa” não avaliou 

correctamente o contributo das redes estratégicas para o projecto, já que não reconhece a 

falta de alinhamento das visões dos internvientes nas redes, revelada apenas através da 

análise das noções de sustentabilidade.  
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Abstract 

For almost 25 years now, sustainability has been a trendy concept whose real meaning and 

implications are still under discussion, namely in urban planning. Indeed, while it is widely 

accepted it requires strong organisational skills from urban planners (Campbell, 1996), 

literature and practice haven‟t yet found conclusive results on how to associate those 

organisational and integrative skills to different sustainability notions. This study intends to 

contribute to further discussion and findings, in the case of medium-size cities, particularly.  

This study analysed sustainability notions and urban planning practices of the Portuguese 

Riverside Project of Coimbra. A sequence of three periods was set to understand the 

evolution of those notions and practices, as well as how those practices respond to changes 

in sustainability notions. The Organising Capacity (OC) framework by van den Berg et al 

(1997) was instrumental to grasp certain features of planning practices (vision, political 

support, leadership, strategic networks, societal support and communication) and 

sustainability notions were placed in a continuum from weak to strong representing “the 

degree to which individuals are required to change their lifestyle and behaviours in the 

name of sustainability” (Lombardi et al., 2010). 

The overall results point out that “conceptualisation shapes action” (Lombardi et al., 2010) 

although the analysis did not identify any element of the Organising Capacity critical 

enough to be associated to stronger sustainability visions. As a tool to deal with 

sustainability, Organising Capacity fails in accurately assessing the contribution of 

Strategic Networks to the project, for it ignores the lack of alignment of visions within the 

networks, revealed solely due to the analysis of sustainable development notions.  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

1. Background and research problem 

For almost 25 years now, sustainability has been a trendy concept whose real meaning and 

implications are still under discussion, namely in urban planning. Indeed, while it is widely 

accepted that sustainability refers to dealing simultaneously with “three sometimes 

competing, sometimes complementary, systems” (economic, social and environmental) 

(Camagni et al., 1998) and that it requires strong organisational and integrative skills from 

urban planners (Campbell, 1996), guidance for urban planners to deal with sustainability is 

still insufficient. 

In this field, the emphasis has been put on the need to have collaborative approaches, 

societal support (Owens, 1994, Greig, 2010) and the need to develop proactive urban 

management (van den Berg et al., 1997) and learn with past experiences (Krueger and 

Agyeman, 2005). However, apart from a few important contributions (Rees, 1995, 

Davoudi, 2000, Lombardi et al., 2010), literature associating sustainability to organisational 

planning practice is almost nonexistent. 

The importance of exploring this subject comes from a few other aspects. First, 

sustainability notions are definitely not consensual across different organisations, groups, 

people, etc. (Hopwood et al., 2005, Rees, 1995), for they embody different assumptions 

regarding ethical assumptions (e.g. what to sustain?), roles of technology (e.g. does it solve 

the resource depletion?) or behaviours (e.g. how much do we have to change our habits to 

remedy climate change?). Second, sustainability notions have experienced important 

changes throughout the years (for instance, from the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987) to 

the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (UNCED, 1992b), to the Green 

Growth or Green Economy strategies (2009)). 

Third, if it is believed that “conceptualisation shapes action” (Lombardi et al., 2010, 

Davoudi, 2000, Rees, 1995, Redclift, 2005, Giddings et al., 2002), namely planning action, 

different notions of sustainability are expected to demand different reactions from planners. 



6 

 

Fourth, international literature on sustainability increasingly points out to the need to deal 

with sustainability at lower scales, such as at urban or urban project level. Each day more 

since the Rio Earth Summit (1992) and the Agenda 21 (1992), cities are believed to be 

“efficient starting points for sustainability policies”, not only due to the concentration of 

problems but also because they are institutionally ready to tailor action towards 

sustainability to the local needs and they easily mobilise players and citizens to take part in 

the movement. (Camagni et al., 1998) 

Dealing with sustainability in medium-size cities 

Namely, the link between sustainability and planning is important for medium-size cities. 

Moreover, their multitude in Portugal, the role and importance they have been attributed to 

in the 1990s as structuring elements of the national urban system, along with the support 

they were given through specific Programmes (for instance, the PROSIURB Programme 

(see DGOTDU, 1997)) or through subsequent urban policies suiting their development 

objectives (for instance, the Polis Programme (see MAOT, 2000) and the POLIS XXI 

urban policy (see MAOTDR, 2007a)), have drawn attention to medium-size cities. 

Besides, (i) medium-sized cities already face similar problems to those of larger cities: the 

need to consolidate their central areas and the increasingly empty historical centres; 

mobility and congestion issues; air pollution and noise; social exclusion and clusters of 

poverty, among others; also, (ii) they, medium-size cities, have been subjected to similar 

development processes (through the same Programmes, similar periods around territorial 

planning, around the first strategic plans) that have created competition between them 

(Matos et al., 2005). (iii) Finally, when horizons cross national borders, additional 

competition is accrued, for potentially all world cities have their alternatives to offer to 

investors, residents or tourists.  

In this context, on top of the need of strong commitment from public institutions in the city 

to undertake these challenges, player interaction and mobilisation is deemed crucial for 

medium-size cities (Matos et al., 2005, Ferrão et al., 1994). These (1) ensure a minimal 

density (important to provide goods and services requiring important investment, 
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impossible in smaller cities) as well as diversity of individual and institutional players 

required for the development of strategies for the city; also (2) they ensure (or may ensure) 

the broad participation of those players, unlike bigger cities, where exclusion of relevant 

sectors is recurrent. (Ferrão et al., 1994) Furthermore, medium-size cities‟ affirmation 

imposes the definition of distinctive paths, asserting the uniqueness of their history, culture 

and the characteristics of urban space. (Matos et al., 2005, Ferrão et al., 1994, Costa, 2002)  

What is more, as suggested by Costa (2002), the increased awareness about sustainable 

development requires that also medium-size cities accept this “new” philosophy imposing a 

development that takes into consideration the environment, society and the economy. 

Urban planning for sustainability 

Thus, the potential development of medium-size cities is enormous and is worth exploring.  

Conjoining urban planning and sustainability, this study intends to offer additional 

understanding on how to plan for sustainability in medium-size cities by analysing the 

Portuguese Riverside Project in Coimbra from 1994 to nowadays. In particular, we are to 

analyse potentially different sustainability notions related to the project, their evolution 

through various periods, as well as to provide information on how they may be associated 

to specific planning practices. 

Answering these questions may provide additional guidance in urban planning for 

sustainability in two ways: (1) promoting the re-evaluation of current practices and their 

contribution to the sustainability objectives that meet urban needs and aspirations; (2) by 

considering more nuanced weaker / stronger sustainability objectives (in the light of 

specific sustainability notions), the study suggests how to organise urban planning to meet 

those objectives and, more importantly, it identifies aspects in planning that are critical to 

move on to stronger sustainability notions. 

In addition to a cross-fertilization between disciplines promoted by joining matters related 

to urban studies and urban planning and policy, the study is also expected to contribute to 
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“narrow the gap between theory and practice” (Campbell, 1996, Lombardi et al., 2010, 

Healey and Shaw, 1993, Redclift, 2005, Jensen et al., 2000) by increasing information on 

the changes planning practice must go through to respond to different sustainability 

notions, meanwhile, reinforcing the theoretical and empirical knowledge on organisational 

aspects in planning for sustainability. 

2. Outline of the study 

This study is divided into five more Chapters. Chapter 2 is dedicated to a review of 

background literature related to the concept of sustainability itself, its evolution through 

time, the theoretical background in the basis of two main sustainability notions, weak and 

strong sustainability and, lastly, a review of literature in planning for sustainability. 

Respectively, Chapters 3 and 4 summarise the framework of analysis built on the basis of 

the literature review and describe the methodological aspects of the study. The analysis of 

the Riverside Project in Coimbra, a brief urban policy contextualisation and the results of 

the assessment of planning practices and sustainability notions are summarised in Chapter 

5, where also their association is tested. Chapter 6 concludes and points out a few issues for 

further research.  
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Chapter 2 – Theoretical Background 

This chapter is dedicated to review the background literature about the two main discussion 

topics of the study: sustainability and urban planning. 

Firstly, based on contributions from international literature but not intending to be 

exhaustive, this review introduces the notion of sustainability, its evolution throughout time 

and its main traits (namely, human-nature relation and the role of technology in that 

relation). The second part of the chapter focuses on weak and strong sustainability notions 

and introduces their root theories, while the third part is dedicated to urban planning 

practices explicitly meant to deal with sustainability and is complemented with illustrations 

from case-studies.  

1. Notions of sustainable development throughout time 

To grasp the essence of sustainable development (SD), it is important to understand there 

are many definitions and opinions about this expression, and how the context may 

influence the various perspectives. 

Sustainability, or sustainable development – synonyms in this study, can be said to be both 

praised and criticised. On the one hand, it may be seen as a “process that almost everybody 

thinks is desirable” (Redclift, 2005), a multi-faceted, multidimensional, holistic, integrative 

notion, a guiding principle of which it is “politically impossible not to be a supporter” 

(Campbell, 1996, Naess, 2001). On the other hand, it is a contested concept, that may be 

seen as utopian, empty, over-flexible, overutilised and undertheorised, a convenient fuzzy 

buzzword, a (falsely) shared banner, „used to mean practically anything” or to be an 

„oxymoron‟. (Giddings et al., 2002, Lombardi et al., 2010, Palmer et al., 1997, Ekins, 2003, 

Pearce and Atkinson, 1993) 

The evolution of sustainable development 

From medieval times up to pre-industrial revolution years, sustainability issues had mainly 

to do with survival and man‟s attempt to dominate nature. Recognizing man‟s dependency 
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on nature, Malthus as one of 18
th

-century “prophets of doom,” anticipated a path of 

deteriorating life conditions, starvation and misery, as population growth followed a 

geometric ratio, while subsistence growth followed an arithmetic ratio. (Malthus, 1798) 

Nevertheless, it is usually said he did not anticipate the returns to scale, the technical 

change, and new energy sources of the industrial era. (Cameron, 1997) 

By the end of nineteenth
 
century, while horses were highly useful in transportation of 

people and goods, horse housing, feeding and opportunity costs of land occupation for 

stables and hay were deemed significant. Moreover, horse-manure severely damaged public 

health, leading to the so-called „horse-manure crisis of 1894‟. Despite the inability of 

planners at the time of the 1
st
 conference on urban planning, in 1898, to find a solution to 

the problem, the response through technology, the car, brought enormous improvements to 

transportation and to life standards. However, as we know today, important „rebound‟ 

effects on the environment became visible: the ozone layer reduction, global warming, 

public and individual health problems, obviously, with economic and social implications. 

(Davies, 2004) 

After World War II, growth and economic stabilization were priorities among economists, 

along with strong concerns about social tensions the war, poverty and destruction had left. 

(Page and Proops, 2003) By the mid-twentieth century, the recognition of harmful 

environmental changes was also becoming increasingly clear starting to create 

confrontations in society. In 1953 the New York Times publishes ”How Industry May 

Change Climate” (New York Times, 1953) alerting for the possibility of carbon dioxide 

duplication by the year 2080 along with increasing globe temperatures. During the sixties, 

environmentalism was in fashion as one of the counterculture movements, side by side with 

controversy on technology, its relation with man and nature and the way it shaped the post-

industrial society. Two opposed ideologies were distinct: the techno-rejectionists, who 

advocated the “return to nature”; and the techno-countercultural, for whom technology was 

a means of liberation from subtle domination, massification and anonymity, an instrument 

to “change the social order by „personalizing‟” technology, fostering creativity and 

spontaneous living. (Matei, 2005, Taviss, 1972, Cotgrove, 1975). 



11 

 

Following the initial social clashes of the 60‟s, society and scientific community suddenly 

became aware of the environmental limits to economic growth (Mulder and van den Bergh, 

2001, Ekins, 1993) with the “Limits to Growth” or Meadows Report, the MIT‟s publication 

for the Club of Rome (a multidisciplinary, not-for-profit international discussion group 

founded in 1968). It marked the beginning of a period where the environment and waste 

production were no longer ignored by modern economics. (Page and Proops, 2003) The 

Moreover, this report encouraged the continuous struggle between technology believers and 

sceptics (Costanza et al., 1997) by pointing “a number of scenarios and (...) choices open to 

society to reconcile sustainable progress within environmental constraints.” With major 

worrying issues in mind (rapid population growth, accelerating industrialization, 

widespread malnutrition, depletion of non-renewable resources and deteriorating 

environment), the report concluded that, if no major changes in economic development 

occur, “population and industrial growth will certainly stop within the next century 

[twenty-first]”, starting with resource depletion, its rising prices, followed by the need to 

increasingly invest to obtain additional resources, and eventually the collapse of industrial, 

agricultural and service systems. (Meadows et al., 1972)  

Unlike optimistic (or “cornucopians”), who believe environmental limits to growth could 

be pushed back or circumvented by the creative powers of technology and free markets to 

find substitutes for any and all scarce resources, pessimistic (or „neo-Malthusians‟) such as 

the Meadows Report team, sustained that growth objectives should be abandoned in favour 

of policies accommodating economic activity to the scale of the Earth. (Ekins, 1993, 

Meadows et al., 1972, Ayres, 1993, Page and Proops, 2003, Ekins, 2003) 

The strength of environmental supporters in the controversy was affirmed with the 1972 

Declaration of the United Nations Conference on Human Environment (UNCHE) (the 
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Stockholm Conference)
1
, said to have institutionalized environmentalism as a political 

movement.   

Three central ideas must be referred here in the light of the principles set in the Declaration. 

To begin with, that earth‟s carrying capacity is to be respected in order to make the inter-

generational distribution of natural resources viable. This entailed observing the 

precautionary principle, avoiding irreversible damage to the ecosystems, a task that counted 

on the help of science and technology. (UNCHE, 1972) Secondly, the approach to 

environmental problems should be integrated in the sense that “environmental factors must 

be an integral part of development strategy and that economic and social development work 

“as conditions to favourable living, working environment and quality of life improvement.” 

(UNCHE, 1972) Thirdly, the Declaration is quite clear in relation to responsibilities and 

scale of intervention: environmental safeguarding for the benefit of the present and future 

generations requires careful planning or management in particular at national level
2
 and at 

international level. 

The Brundtland Report and subsequent repercussions  

The “Our Common Future” Report by the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED), widely known as the Brundtland Report, introduced paradigmatic 

changes in the environmental debate at the time, both conceptually and in terms of means 

and strategies of action towards SD. (OECD, 2008, Hauff, 2007). This Report introduced 

the first sustainable development definition which balances economic, social and 

                                                      

 

1
 Its goal was stated as follows: “to defend and improve the human environment for present and future 

generations has become an imperative goal for mankind – a goal to be pursued together with, and in harmony 

with, the established and fundamental goal of peace and of worldwide economic and social development” 

(UNCHE, 1972a) 
2
 For example, national institutions are to “be entrusted with the task of planning, managing and controlling 

environmental resources with a view to enhancing environmental quality; or “integrated and coordinated 

national development planning” is required to obtain maximum social, economic and environmental benefits 

for all) (UNCHE, 1972a) 
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environmental dimensions
3
, that is, that sees economic development as a contributor to 

improvements in other dimensions. Besides, imposes this balance in three perspectives: 

intra- and inter-generational and between different territories. Not the least, the Brundtland 

Report gave the first incentive to act (and to act proactively) at local scale with the view to 

meeting global sustainable development objectives. 

First and foremost, as for the conceptual change, Brundtland subtly but effectively defined 

the “new era of SD”, as an era of a new kind/quality of economic growth: powerful and 

simultaneously socially and environmentally sustainable (Ekins, 1993, Ekins, 2003, Page 

and Proops, 2003, Hediger, 1999). This position represents a shift from the traditional 

development paradigm of the “limits to growth” era, based on conservation and ecology. 

Interestingly, Brundtland does agree with Meadows‟ limits to growth. However, instead of 

supporting the halt of economic growth, it supports long-run economic and equitable 

growth, thereby assuming the role of growth in creating the conditions to decrease poverty 

and to better deal with environmental protection. Environmentally, growth shall “not 

endanger the natural systems that support life on Earth” and minimise the adverse impacts 

on the quality of the environment (WCED, 1987), maintaining “the ecosystem‟s overall 

integrity” or maintaining the environmental load on the planet as a whole within sustainable 

limits, respecting its carrying capacity (Naess, 2001), which means not total preservation of 

every ecosystem everywhere (Hediger, 1999). 

Secondly, Brundtland‟s novelties are also paradigmatic as far as SD‟s equity features are 

concerned. In fact, equity objectives within Brundtland are three-fold: they consist of intra- 

and inter-generational goals (meeting the essential needs of The Poor and meeting 

aspirations/wants of the populations) (Costanza and Daly, 1992, Hediger, 1999, Hauff, 

2007), along with inter-spatial equilibrium (e.g. increase energy consumption in developing 

                                                      

 

3
 “Sustainable Development is the development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987) 
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countries compensated by a reduction in consumption in industrial countries) (WCED, 

1987, Campbell, 1996). 

Thirdly, “the most powerful recommendation of the [Brundtland] Report was not on 

substance but on procedure.” (Hauff, 2007) In this scope, another key contribution by 

Brundtland has to do with the incentives to public participation in the decision-making 

process, decentralisation, promotion of grassroots initiatives, empowerment of 

organisations and strengthening local democracy, along with an anticipatory and preventive 

attitudes towards environmental damage, articulating, rather than compartmentalising 

environmental, economic, trade, energy, agricultural and other interests in policy making. 

This precautionary behaviour encompasses the substitution of traditional after-the-fact-

damage-repair policies (e.g. reforestation, rebuilding urban environments and restoring 

natural habitats) as well as the assessment of potential impacts of new technologies before 

they are widely used, strengthening liability for damages with accidental consequences. 

(WCED, 1987) 

Not surprisingly and despite being the first sustainable development definition, 

Brundtland‟s definition rapidly became the dominant concept representing the relationship 

between environment and economy and the generally accepted goal within environmental 

policy (Mulder and van den Bergh, 2001), afterwards in use in everyday language 

(Redclift, 2005). Moreover, it had strong influence on subsequent conduct towards 

sustainability.  

Reaffirming and built on the Stockholm Declaration (1972) (UNCED, 1992b), the Rio 

Declaration embodies the Brundtland‟s notion of sustainable development (Ehrenfeld, 

2000, Redclift, 2005, Hauff, 2007), which works as the basis for the principles of the Rio 

Declaration on Environment and Development (1992) and for a newly designed global, 

national and local plan of action, the Agenda 21 (1992). (UNCED, 1992a) As Palmer et al. 

(1997) put it, the Rio Declaration recognizes as wide-ranging principles futurity, 

environment and equity, along with “participation in the process of change”. Materialized 

in the Agenda 21 in the “think global, act local” motto, the latter principle represents a 



15 

 

major step forward in SD practice, requiring countries to draw up a national strategy of SD, 

bringing forward strategies such as raising public awareness and participation in decision-

making processes (UNCED, 1992b). Agenda 21 remains a dynamic, “locally-driven and 

country-specific” “integrated approach to environment and development”, “carried out by 

various actors, capacities and priorities of countries/regions [“through strategies, plans, 

policies and processes”] fully respecting the Rio Declaration principles”. 

3.12. National capacity-building (...) is crucial and should be given high priority. It is 

particularly important to focus capacity-building at the local community level in order to 

support a community-driven approach to sustainability and to establish and strengthen 

mechanisms to allow sharing of experience and knowledge between community groups at 

national and international levels. (Agenda 21) (UNCED, 1992a) 

As monitoring body for the implementation of Agenda 21 in countries, the Commission on 

SD (CSD) was created by the end of 1992. By 1997, in the Programme for the Further 

Implementation of Agenda 21, the CSD acknowledged that positive results had been 

achieved, despite their deep concerns about worsening SD trends from 1992 to 1997. 

(UNCSD, 1997) 

Another landmark in respect to environmental issues was launched in 1992 with the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Its major goal was the 

“return, individually or jointly [by Parties], to 1990 levels of anthropogenic emissions of 

carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases” (UNFCCC, 1992), an objective not 

materialized until 1997, by the Kyoto Protocol (which actually only came into force in 

2005). In fact, targets were pushed even further later in this legally binding agreement: 

several countries agreed not to exceed assigned emission amounts and to reach a reduction 

of the “overall emissions of such gases by at least 5 per cent below 1990 levels in the 

commitment period from 2008 to 2012.” Nevertheless, the major innovation of the period 

and of the Protocol was the newly proposed “carbon market”, as a stimulus to green 

investment and meeting targets “in a cost-effective way” (http://unfccc.int). 

Despite this interest on the environment, the direction of the debate was about to change. 

 

http://unfccc.int/


16 

 

Closer to integrated sustainable development 

One of the signs that sustainable development discourse was shifting from the traditional 

economy-environment debate was the United Nations Millennium Declaration (2000): 

inspired on the principles of the Rio Declaration and on the Brundtland Report, this 

document focuses on equity-related matters at international level, pointing out six 

fundamental values for the 21
st
 century: freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for 

nature and shared responsibility (UN, 2000), thereby enriching the sustainable development 

discourse, in fact, one of its objectives.  

Marking the beginning of a truly integrative practice of sustainability, the Johannesburg 

World Summit on Sustainable Development (2002) and the Plan of Implementation of the 

World Summit on SD (2002), strongly reaffirm their commitment as proposed by the Rio 

Declaration, Agenda 21 and the United Nations Millennium Declaration (UN, 2002a, UN, 

2002b), incorporating the three mutually reinforcing, though facing trade-offs, pillars of 

sustainable development and recognizing the concept as “an overarching goal for 

institutions at the national, regional and international levels”  (http://www.uncsd2012.org). 

11. We recognize that poverty eradication, changing consumption and production patterns and 

protecting and managing the natural resource base for economic and social development are 

overarching objectives and essential requirements for sustainable development. (UN, 2002a) 

Nevertheless, Johannesburg assessment of the current situation was bitter-sweet: despite 

recognising significant progress towards global consensus and partnerships, the situation (a 

globalized world along with its pros and cons) still required “more effective, democratic 

and accountable international and multilateral institutions” and, more acutely, required a 

socially and politically inclusive process of changing the life of poor people by keeping 

their confidence on a supporting system. (UN, 2002a, UN, 2002b) 

Similar evaluation regarding the achievement of sustainable paths was performed six years 

later by OECD (2008). Again, while undoubtedly recognizing progress concerning SD in 

the past 20 years in terms of planning and policies of national governments, in business and 

in local initiatives, OECD pessimistically reports climate change as possibly leading to 

http://www.uncsd2012.org/
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“extreme environmental events with potentially devastating consequences for the systems 

that support human life and society”, along with a rapid growth of emerging economies, 

which result in “an increased demand for energy and greater pollution problems”. (OECD, 

2008) Furthermore, OECD associates these results with difficulties in changing “bad habits 

and unsustainable practices”, therefore putting emphasis on action towards SD. In order to 

reverse negative trends, OECD refers changes in philosophy and methods of development, 

changes in patterns of behaviour, for instance, at individual consumption level, and in 

policy coherence as possible solutions, also calling for a “more holistic and balanced 

worldview”. (OECD, 2008) 

The return of environment and economy in the sustainable development debate 

Meanwhile, negotiations related to climate change action continued intensively under the 

UNFCCC. The Copenhagen Conference in 2009 was actually the hope of many regarding a 

new legally binding and inclusive agreement (of developed countries and such in 

development) defining mid-term emission reduction targets. Involved in high controversy 

about both democracy and transparency of the process, as well as about the substance of the 

Copenhagen Accord, the outcome caused public opinion to have mixed feelings. On the 

one hand, “for the very first time, the majority of the world‟s leaders gathered to frankly 

and seriously discuss climate change” and pledged short- and long-term finance to 

developing countries. On the other hand, “deep divisions and ill will” resulted in an 

“exceptional procedure” of commitment to the Accord after the Conference and in no 

commitment to reducing emissions or at least suggesting estimated amounts, for some “a 

step backwards from the Kyoto Protocol”, rather stressing „bottom-up‟ initiative of 

countries to delay their individual reduction targets to 2020, hand in hand with 

measurement, report and verification (MRV) of developing countries‟ actions. (IISD, 2009; 

http://unfccc.int)  

In the present situation, high expectations are maintained for 2012: in terms of climate 

change, with high expectations of many organisations, institutions and general public on 

the ability to internationally negotiate a new climate change framework by 2012, the end of 
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the first commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol (IISD, 2009; http://unfccc.int); and in 

terms of the substance of future action to overcome the disappointing old paradigm of the 

“brown economy”. Economic growth patterns going hand in hand with environmental 

unsustainability, a potential future climate crisis (OECD, 2010), biodiversity, fuel, food, 

water, financial and economic crisis are some of the consequences associated to that 

paradigm. (UNEP, 2011) 

In an effort to respond to the need for a change, the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) launched the Green Economy Initiative (GIE) with the Global Green 

New Deal (GGND) as part of it (UNEP, 2009). Under the motto “low carbon, resource 

efficient and socially inclusive economy” (http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy), these 

proposed a “new economic paradigm” (UNEP, 2011) encouraging short-term economic 

recovery and simultaneous contribution to long-term “renewed growth on more 

environmentally and socially sustainable grounds“ (OECD, 2010, OECD, 2009). 

Green Growth (GG) strategy has (re)captured the 1992 Rio Earth Summit environment-

economy debate (http://www.uncsd2012.org), strongly affirming that „growth‟ and „green‟ 

can go together (OECD, 2009). For instance, it rejects two widespread myths: the 

inescapable trade-off between economic progress and environmental sustainability, and the 

idea that a green economy is an extravagance only the rich can afford. (UNEP, 2011). 

Nevertheless, GG does not forget social and equity matters that may arise as a direct result 

of making economy green (OECD, 2011). Relevant for both developed countries and to 

developing countries as a catalyst for growth and poverty eradication (UNEP, 2011), GG 

ensures co-ordination with the labour market and human capital formation policies (OECD, 

2009) and anticipates the application of tax revenues (e.g. from carbon tax or auctioned 

pollution permits) to support climate change adaptation and mitigation in developing 

countries, to reduce government deficits following the crisis or, in emerging economies, to 

finance urgent priorities such as education, health and poverty mitigation (OECD, 2010), 

among other measures. Although this characterisation of GG actually reminds us of SD 

integrated and three-dimensional notion, GG and SD are not replaceable: GG is defined as 

http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy
http://www.uncsd2012.org/
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a strategy towards and a subset of SD, which becomes its framework for action. (OECD, 

2011, UNEP, 2011)  

Willing to deal with the crisis and ahead of it, GG encompasses “a set of globally 

coordinated large scale stimulus packages” (UNEP, 2009) and wide-ranging, yet nation-

tailored, mix of policy instruments
4
 (OECD, 2011). In fact, the overall strategy and these 

“enabling conditions” meet the results of a “brown economy” paradigm, nevertheless, 

outperforming it in the medium and long run due to significant additional environmental 

and social benefits generated. (UNEP, 2011) 

In addition, GG stresses again the need to involve those affected by the “stimulus 

packages” (workers, employers, local, regional and subregional governments among 

others) in order to allow “broad-basing recovery to be more inclusive and able to meet our 

objectives.” (UNEP, 2009) GG also appeals to leaders, civil society and leading businesses 

to engage collaboratively in the transition. In this context, policy makers are expected to 

rethink and redefine the traditional measures of wealth, prosperity and well-being, the 

biggest risk of all being no change from the status quo. (UNEP, 2011) 

Somehow compensating this change in focus, in 2010 the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) defined an ambitious road map outlining the needs to match the “We Can End 

Poverty” 2015 Millennium Development Goals, clearly contributing to improvements in 

SD, in particular, to its equity/social dimension. (UN, 2011) 

                                                      

 

4
 (1) A combination of market-based approaches (phasing out or removing fossil fuel consumption- and 

production-related subsidies, trade barriers to environmental goods and services with regulation and 

standards); (2) measures to incentive R&D and information-based instruments raising consumer and producer 

awareness on environmental impacts and availability of clean alternatives, both leading to transforming 

production processes and consumer‟s behaviour; (3) as a central element of the policy mix, pricing pollution 

or taxing the exploitation of a scarce resource, charging natural resource or tradable permit systems; and (4) 

innovation policies to accelerate the development and diffusion of clean technologies and related knowledge 

(OECD, 2010) 
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Throughout time, this initiative has been increasingly supported by other international 

organisations, such as the OECD or the World Bank. Those intend to jointly contribute to 

the 2012 Rio+20 United Nations Conference on SD, an expected “milestone for promoting 

global green economic transformation.” (OECD, 2011), whose key themes are (a) a green 

economy in the context of SD and poverty eradication; and (b) the institutional framework 

for SD. (http://www.uncsd2012.org) 

Conclusions 

The first sustainability related approaches are now more than two hundred years old. What 

seemed to be the technological capacity to address emerging problems, turned into an 

intense debate on whether to safeguard the environment or to put it at human service using 

technology. Overall, the sustainable development debate has been evolving irregularly, 

focusing on different dimensions, although more acutely on the relation between the 

environment and the economy. 

Overall, three eras may be depicted from the evolution of sustainable development notions 

at international level.  

Until the year 2000, the focus has been put on the environment (1) with environmentalism 

being institutionalised as a political movement in 1972; (2) with the Meadows Report 

announcing the possible collapse of the planet by the 21
st
 century if economic growth does 

not stop; (3) and with the creation of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change in 1992 and the Kyoto Protocol on 1997, with legally binding CO2 

emission reduction targets.  

It is curious that this is the case when the Brundtland Report was a breakthrough in the 

sustainable development debate. Firstly, it presented the first definition of sustainable 

development as an integrated approach where economic, social and environmental 

dimensions were an interdependent triad thought to represent a “new kind of economic 

growth”. Secondly, it considered sustainable development under three different equity 

perspectives: intra-generational, inter-generational and inter-spatial. Lastly, it laid the 

http://www.uncsd2012.org/
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grounds for the change in scale of approach occurred later with the 1992 Rio Earth Summit 

and the Agenda 21: from than date on, the role of lower scales in the pursuit of local, 

national, regional and global sustainability has been reinforced by subsequent events: for 

instance, the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development of 2002 and the 

Copenhagen Conference of 2009. 

The discourse changed around the year 2000 when the Millennium Development Goals 

signalled the need to focus on equity and poverty matters in the scope of sustainable 

development. These goals were one of the foundations of the Johannesburg World Summit 

on Sustainable Development which, also embodying the sustainable development of the 

Brundtland Report, produced the higher integrated understanding of sustainable 

development.  

However, this was not for long: 2005 marks the return to environmental issues with the 

Carbon Market coming into force and the Copenhagen unfruitful Conference about the new 

environmental commitments for 2012 onwards. This new period is also shaped by the 

return of the economic strategies assumed as the base for positive trickle-down effects on 

the environment and society. In particular, the 2009 Green Growth (OECD) and the Green 

Strategies (UNEP) affirm that “green” and growth can go hand in hand and that, in the long 

run, there are environmental and social gains in comparison to a traditional “brown-

growth” strategy. 

Somehow compensating this change in focus, in 2010 the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) defined an ambitious road map outlining the needs to match the “We Can End 

Poverty” 2015 Millennium Development Goals, clearly contributing to improvements in 

SD, in particular, to its equity/social dimension. (UN, 2011) 

2. Weak and Strong Sustainability 

As detailed in the previous section, sustainability evolution suggested international 

literature on sustainable development changed its focus at various times. This conclusion 
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may be due to different underlying assumptions pulling opinions and political discourse 

towards one or another type of sustainability notion. 

This section intends to identify the theoretical basis explaining these divergences in focus, 

in particular, using weak and strong conceptualisations of sustainability. According to the 

literature, these notions may be seen as opposing paradigms, may still be split up in sub-

categories, or be placed in continuums from weak to strong sustainability. 

Neoclassical Economics and the notion of Weak Sustainability 

In 1956 Robert M. Solow developed a model of economic growth that proved to be one of 

the most important contributions to Economics. Based on the premises of neoclassical 

economics (substitutable factors of production, decreasing but positive marginal 

productivity and constant returns to scale), Solow‟s model supported Ricardo‟s and Mills‟ 

steady-state (from mid-18
th

 to mid-19
th

 century classical economics), according to which, 

as a result of invisible market forces and population‟s natural limits, an economy would 

tend to a steady-state equilibrium of nil long-term output growth and capital per capita 

growth, the exogenous population growth rate determining the growth rate of the economy 

and its natural limits. 

Nevertheless, under these theoretical assumptions, it was inconsistent and intriguing that 

developed countries‟ output per capita grew continuously while the least developed world 

remained so throughout time. The incorporation of technical progress in economic models 

attempted to explain those findings. Moreover, natural resources or natural capital, that is, 

renewable and non-renewable resources, were also incorporated in the models following 

the 1970s energy crisis and increasing awareness of finite resources and its consequences 

on future generations. (Solow, 1986) 

Based on these model add-ons, the Hartwick-Solow rule proposed a solution for this issue 

of inter-generational (long-term) allocation of non-renewable resources. Anchored in the 

assumption of total substitution between natural capital and man-made capital (generally 

including labour and all technology-aided production of goods and services, machines or 
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tools used in the production) (Gowdy, 1997) it is accepted that their inter-temporal 

allocation would lead to a path at the highest constant consumption level: the rule states 

that, under a certain number of assumptions, currently used non-renewable resources would 

generate competitive rents that could exactly offset the inevitable decline in the flow of 

resource inputs (Gutés, 1996, Solow, 1986), assuming that the loss or the loss of 

productivity of natural capital can be compensated (both in intra- and in inter-generational 

perspectives) by man-made capital. Accordingly, earlier generations are entitled to draw 

down the pool of non-renewable resources as long as they add an equal value to the stock 

of reproducible capital (Solow, 1974, Solow, 1986, Krueger and Agyeman, 2005), thus 

ultimately accepting fossil fuels depletion, reduction of biodiversity and climate-stabilizing 

features disruption (Gowdy, 1997) and excluding the possibility of their inter-generational 

allocation (Palmer et al., 1997). 

Therefore, besides the traditional substitution of labour by capital, this “faith in technology 

for solutions” (Palmer et al., 1997) also allows new resources to replace the exhausted 

ones, new methods of energy generation to remove human dependency on fossil fuels, 

cleaner methods of production to resolve problems of pollution, a sort of „inner-capital‟ 

substitution, between the various elements of natural capital, possible and viable due to 

technological ability. This possibility corresponds to Solow‟s capital augmenting 

assumption, under which technical progress would generate capital productivity increases 

just as if additional stock of capital was used instead. (Solow, 1986) This capital 

substitutability, made available by full trust on technology, is the foundation for the weak 

sustainability notion. 

Then, in this (neoclassical) context, since natural and man-made types of capitals are 

substitutes (Devkota, 2005, Hediger, 2006, Finco and Nijkamp, 2001) and homogeneous 

(Gowdy, 1997), the criteria for sustainability is that total capital is non-decreasing (Pearce 

and Atkinson, 1993) or is kept intact over time (Devkota, 2005), or also that the composing 

parts increase and decrease but overall net balance is still positive (Finco and Nijkamp, 

2001). Therefore, for some components to be better off, others are worse off, typically and 

respectively, economic and environmental components (Finco and Nijkamp, 2001, Gowdy, 
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1997). In fact, economic growth-oriented approaches are the traditional priority in the case 

of a weak sustainability conception (Hediger, 2006), therefore usually associated to an 

economic-value or „econocentric‟ principle. 

Not surprisingly, weak sustainability is largely connected with quantitative experiences 

involving monetary valuation of environmental goods and services (for instance, using 

Cost-Benefit Approach, Travel-Cost or Hedonic pricing models and Contingent Valuation), 

a requirement to make capital substitutions possible. 

Weak sustainability therefore reveals a sort of dominant attitude towards the environment, 

viewing nature as a „resource‟ to be used for the benefit of society or individuals. Adopting 

this anthropocentric worldview, weak sustainability clearly decouples nature and human 

spheres (Williams and Millington, 2004, Rees, 1995), hence embodying the „man versus 

nature debate‟ very well. 

All in all, weak sustainability optimistically assumes that technology fully replaces nature 

(quantitatively measurable), and thus, natural and man-made capitals are substitutes. As a 

consequence, weak sustainability stands up for a total non-decreasing capital perspective of 

growth over time, despite usually privileging economy over environment, which defines it 

essentially as „econocentric‟. 

Ecological Economics and the foundations of Strong Sustainability 

As it came along in the 1990s, Ecological Economics congregated perspectives of two 

older disciplines: Environmental Economics and Resource Economics (Page and Proops, 

2003). These embarked on the growing awareness about environmental issues of the 1960s 

and 1970s, marked by two important events. The first, the Meadows Report (1972) marking 

the beginning of an era where natural resources and waste were no longer ignored in 

economics (Page and Proops, 2003). The second, „The Economics of the Coming 

Spaceship Earth‟ by Kenneth Boulding (1966), “one of the first manifestations of such an 

awareness in economics.” (Mulder and van den Bergh, 2001) This article showed the need 

to shift from the „expansionist paradigm‟ (Rees, 2003, Ehrenfeld, 2000) of the prevailing 
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“cowboy economy” (in line with neoclassical economics thought, seeing consumption and 

production as positive) to a „spaceman economy‟, according to which the economy is an 

inextricably integrated, completely contained and wholly dependent growing sub-system of 

the non-growing Earth (Rees, 2003) that should be minimized, rather than enlarged. 

(Boulding, 1966, Costanza et al., 1997)  

This world view stresses Earth as a closed system within which the economy faces 

biophysical limits imposed by the thermodynamic laws. Ultimately, the more an economy 

grows, the more it consumes “the material basis of its own success”. Rees (1995) explains 

how:   

―The laws of energy conservation and mass balance dictate that the entire energy and material 

flux through the human economy must return in altered form – as pollution and waste – to the 

ecosphere. The sheer volume of these human-induced flows is accelerating the deterioration of 

major ecosystems and is now capable of seriously disrupting global life-support functions 

essential to the maintenance of life itself.‖ (Rees, 1995) 

This „ecocentric‟ view (Gowdy, 1997, Daly, 1974), is in line with Ricardo and Malthus‟ 

ideas, conceptualized by Mill as a „stationary state economy‟, a “physical concept with 

social and ethical implications” (Daly, 1974, Page and Proops, 2003, Rees, 2003). The 

difference in comparison to Neoclassical Economics is that these limits can only partially 

be eliminated by technological ability: Ecological economics does accept technology as a 

way to obtain efficiency gains on the natural resource consumption; however, since there 

are “irreducible minimum amounts of energy and materials required to produce a unit of 

output that technical change cannot alter”, the ability of man-made capital (via technology) 

to offset, compensate or circumvent the depletion or degradation of natural resources, 

energy, resource or pollution constraints, is limited and moulds a rather „technologically 

sceptical‟ paradigm. (Krueger and Agyeman, 2005, Costanza et al., 1997) This perspective 

can be said to be the basis for sustainability in its strong form. 

In these circumstances, if substitutability is limited, it is not reasonable to sum up natural 

and man-made capitals: in the long-run they are complementary rather than substitutes 

(Devkota, 2005, Finco and Nijkamp, 2001), ultimately, for “both manufactured and human 
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capital require materials and energy for their own production and maintenance”. (Costanza 

et al., 1997) 

In this scenario, in relation to weak sustainability, monetary valuation of nature is, first of 

all, clearly less relevant because substitution is limited and, secondly, monetary valuation is 

essentially not accurate namely because (a) it depends on if and how the impossibility of 

substitution of some natural materials is taken into account (Krueger and Agyeman, 2005); 

and (b) of “insurmountable difficulties” to piece together the various attributes of nature 

into a one-dimensional, monetary value called „natural capital‟ (Gowdy, 1997). 

All these considerations have their repercussions in the criteria underlying strong 

sustainability conceptualization. Aiming at maintaining “systems long-term functional 

integrity”, three requirements must be fulfilled in the perspective of ecological economists: 

“(a) consumption by the economy cannot persistently exceed production by its host 

ecosystems, and (b) waste generated by the economy cannot persistently exceed the 

assimilative capacity of its host ecosystems”, otherwise, the economy exceeds Earth‟s long-

term carrying capacity and overshoots (Rees, 2003); (c) that “economic activity protect the 

essential life-support functions of the ecosphere and preserve the biodiversity and resilience 

of Earth‟s ecological systems.” Other authors mention additional quality of life equitably 

distributed by everyone as a condition for sustainability. (see Palmer et al., 1997) 

Therefore, the notion of strong sustainability most frequently defines as prerequisite for SD 

that, in particular, the stock of natural capital is maintained, following an ecologically-

based physical principle (Hediger, 1999, Hediger, 2006). This paradigm implies (1) 

safeguarding the environment at all times, that is, giving priority to environment over 

economy and thereby ensuring that economy does not compromise the environment; and 

(2) to follow a precautionary principle: to prevent possibly dangerous, irreversible, or 

catastrophic events, whose potential environmental damage is not accurately or 

scientifically measurable (Devkota, 2005). 

All in all, strong sustainability is a conceptualisation that is mostly sceptical about 

technology and monetary valuation, thus assuming that natural and man-made capitals are 
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complements. Consequently, this „ecocentric‟ paradigm is associated to a sustainability 

criterion of maintaining natural capital over time, thereby safeguarding the environment in 

the interaction with other dimensions. 

The previous weak-strong sustainability conceptualisation represent the oldest, most 

paradigmatic and traditional economic theory-based sustainability conceptualisations. 

Nevertheless, other conceptualizations use weak and strong sustainability notions, namely 

the ones considering various categories or continuums.  

Categories and Continuums of weak and strong sustainability 

Overall, conceptualisations found in literature either considers splitting the traditional weak 

and strong sustainability into two more categories (see Ekins, 2003, citing Turner, 1993, 

Goodland and Daly, 1996, Hediger, 2006), into one more category of “intermediate” or 

“moderate” sustainability (see Williams and Millington, 2004), or opt for approaches less 

rigid that consider degrees, continuum or gradations of sustainability notions (see Rees, 

1995). Alternative, other authors designed differently labelled sustainability paradigms that 

essentially embody the traditional weak and strong conceptualisations (see Ehrenfeld, 2000, 

Davoudi, 2000). 

 - Categories -  

The issue for Williams and Millington (2004) is that there is an “environmental paradox” 

consisting of an uneven relation between supply and demand of environmental resources. 

Conjoining them is the gradual process towards sustainable development which imposes 

either a reduction in societal demands on the Earth and/or the expansion of the stock of 

natural resources. (Williams and Millington, 2004) The main difference between weak and 

very weak sustainability and strong and very strong sustainability lies exactly of the side 

chosen to act. 

Weak and very weak sustainability conceptualisations focus on supply-side action. In 

particular, very weak sustainability embodies “Solow sustainability” or the idea of owing 
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future generations a “generalized production capacity” in a certain form of transmission 

across generations (mineral deposits, capital equipment or technological knowledge), rather 

than deciding on the transfer of a share of natural resources (Solow, 1986, Hediger, 2006). 

More exigent, weak sustainability further attempts to improve efficiency and effectiveness 

of natural resource extraction capacity via technological solutions (for instance, in order to 

be able to respond to consumer‟s demands), as well as use that capacity to solve resource 

depletion or pollution problems, by developing renewable resources or creating substitutes 

for non-renewable resources). (Williams and Millington, 2004, Agyeman and Evans, 2003) 

In addition, some authors claim that weak sustainability, in relation to very weak 

sustainability, imposes „environmental justice‟ (Agyeman and Evans, 2003) (equal access 

to environmental goods and services – natural parks, amenities, etc.), and a “non-decreasing 

social welfare potential” (Hediger, 2006, Lehtonen, 2004) (for instance, if a country lets its 

national pension fund collapse, its social welfare potential shoots, in the future the country 

will not be able to provide assistance). 

On the other hand, strong and very strong sustainability concentrate their attention on 

demand-side actions, choosing what to preserve over time: “rather than adapt the Earth to 

suit ourselves, we adapt ourselves to meet the finitude of nature”. (Williams and 

Millington, 2004) We may decide whether to preserve parts of natural capital (in strong 

sustainability, for instance, preserving a specific species of plant) or total natural capital 

(Hediger, 2006) (in very strong sustainability, for example, accepting fossil fuel depletion 

in exchange for additional fresh water), or to maintain every component of the natural 

capital, as proposed by „deep ecologists‟ (Finco and Nijkamp, 2001) (biodiversity, water, 

fossil fuels, etc. etc. kept constant in stock) or, finally, to decide “all natural and other 

forms of capital, economical, social, should be independently kept intact over time” 

(Devkota, 2005). In literature, nevertheless, the exact critical capital to be sustained is not 

defined. (Hediger, 2006, Hediger, 1999) 

Davoudi (2000) brought another sustainability dichotomy embodied in the “ecological 

modernization” and „risk society” theories, which seem to incorporate the weak and 

strong sustainability paradigms (see Table 1). With origins in the environmental approaches 
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of the 1970s and in sociology, respectively, while the former joins “those who believe that 

society can achieve sustainability without seriously impeding economic growth”, the latter 

stresses that ecological crisis and social transformations demand alternative methods of 

production compatible with increased attention to social and environmental risks. In this 

case, decision-making with uncertainty and the involvement of politics are determinant. 

Table 1. The twin discourses of sustainability” or another conceptualisation for weak and 

strong sustainability 

Ecological modernization Risk Society 

 Optimistic approach 

 Sees no conflict between economy and 

environment 

 Relies on science and technology to 

„refine production‟ for improving 

environmental performance 

 Sustainability concept is: marketized and 

utilitarian, can be priced and traded-off 

with other goods 

 Relies on elitist, techno-corporatist 

approach to policy-making 

 State as enabler, facilitating market 

forces within a regulatory framework 

 Accepts the status quo 

 Sceptical approach 

 Sees irreconciliable conflict between 

current mode of production and 

environment 

 Sees modern technology as the cause of 

risk to the ecological system and survival 

 Sustainability concept is: radical and 

moral with protection of ecosystems 

having the highest priority 

 Calls for greater participation in policy-

making at the local level 

 Interventionist state based on power of 

collective action asserting its will on 

private interest 

 Calls for social transformation 

Source: Davoudi (2000) 

- Continuums -  

While most of the latter conceptualisations create an opposition or „dualism‟ (Hediger, 

1999) between weak and strong sustainability on the grounds of their different foundations, 

ethical principles and different objectives (Williams and Millington, 2004), other authors 

place weak and strong sustainability in a continuum, spectrum or gradation, assuming weak 

sustainability as being the least favourable and strong sustainability the most desirable 
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position of sustainability. In this perspective, rather than „weak‟ and „strong‟ sustainability, 

references to „weaker‟ and „stronger‟ sustainability are often found. 

Furthermore, some authors focus on behavioural sustainability continuums, stressing 

different attitudes and actions towards sustainable development, namely as key to a shift 

from a (weaker) expansionist paradigm to a (stronger) sustainable paradigm. (Rees, 2003, 

Ehrenfeld, 2000, Boulding, 1966) Rees (2003) actually considers “people not only as 

economic agents but also as ecological agents”, stressing that the well-known 

“„environmental crisis‟ is really a problem of human ecological dysfunction with deep roots 

in human nature and the prevailing growth-based global development paradigm”. In a 

certain way, this is also the vision of Hopwood et al. (2005) and Lombardi et al. (2010), 

who built their weak-strong continuums on Rees‟ (1995) stages. 

Bearing this in mind, referring to a sustainability continuum defined by “the degree to 

which individuals are required to change their lifestyle and behaviours in the name of 

sustainability”, Lombardi et al.‟s (2010) main contribution in this matter lies on the 

operationalization of this Hopwood et al.‟s (2005) mapping and empirical application to a 

case study about Birmingham Eastside regeneration project. For this purpose, the authors 

developed a codification and scoring strategy to deal with sustainability discourses among 

the project actors and related documents (see Table 4 and Table 5 in Chapter 4), placing 

those along the sustainability continuum (see Figure 4 in Chapter 4), assessing whether a 

particular interviewee or document represent a status quo, reform or transformation 

approach. (Lombardi et al., 2010) 

Rees (1995) proposed 3 stages of reassessment of values regarding sustainability-related 

objectives, from the least to the most radical position, whose characteristics were 

summarised, conceptualised and mapped by Hopwood et al. (2005): status quo, reform and 

transformation.   

In brief, status quo stage is practically in line with the previous characterisation of the 

„weak sustainability‟ paradigm, where economic growth and technology are considered key 

solutions to sustainability problems. Those who take status quo approach use quantitative 
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management tools (for instance, Cost-Benefit Analysis) and have light or very light 

concerns with general equity in society and in power structures. For them, there are no 

environmental or socioeconomic “insuperable problems”, hence no “fundamental changes” 

are expected from individuals/entities, for instance in relation to their commitment to 

environmental sustainability. Conversely, for Reform approach supporters, problems are 

mounting, demanding changes at government and policy level, as well as in lifestyles, 

nevertheless, still within the existent economic and power structure of the society. Those 

who have reformist perceptions of sustainability would fit somewhere in between weak and 

strong views in the weak-strong continuum. Accordingly, for the Transformationist 

approach the root of sustainable development problems lies in the present society and the 

relation humans maintain with nature. Moreover, systems collapse is inevitable without 

fundamental implication of all members of the society, at government and business levels, 

therefore imposing changes that lie inside and outside the existing economic and power 

structures. Strong commitment to social equity is also an important characteristic of this 

value reassessment stage. (Hopwood et al., 2005) 

Conclusions 

As it may be noted, the traditional weak and strong sustainability conceptualisation 

maintains the earlier noted focus of environmental and economic priorities in the 

sustainable development debate. 

Considering the weak and strong notions as opposing paradigms, weak sustainability 

optimistically assumes that technology fully replaces nature (quantitatively measurable), 

and thus, natural and man-made capitals are substitutes. As a consequence, weak 

sustainability stands up for a total non-decreasing capital perspective of growth over time, 

and usually privileges the economy over the environment. In contrast, strong sustainability 

is a mostly sceptical regarding technology and monetary valuation, assuming thus that 

natural and man-made capitals are complements. Consequently, it is associated to a 

sustainability criterion of natural capital maintenance over time, thereby safeguarding the 
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environment in the interaction with other dimensions, which encompasses the adoption of a 

precautionary principle. 

As to alternative conceptualisations, on the one hand, weak and very weak sustainability 

conceptualisations focus on supply side action, with very weak sustainability focusing on 

Solow‟s “general production capacity” maintenance, and weak sustainability further 

attempting to improve efficiency and effectiveness of natural resource extraction capacity 

via technological solutions. On the other hand, strong and very strong sustainability 

concentrate their attention on demand-side actions, imposing a choice on what to preserve 

over time, whether parts of natural capital (in strong sustainability) or total natural capital 

(in very strong sustainability). 

Alternative conceptualisations also include placing sustainability assessments among 

documents and “ecologic agents” (Rees, 2003), all of us, along a continuum from weak to 

strong sustainability, in some cases, focusing on behavioural willingness to change in the 

name of sustainability, as is the case of Lombardi et al. (2010) and Hopwood et al. (2005). 

All in all, the various contributions seen above that characterise weak and strong 

sustainability, whether in categories, stages or continuums, illustrate how paradigmatic 

action towards sustainability can be from one notion to another. What matters really is that 

what people and entities associate to a notion (regarding the role of technology, the 

possibility of monetary valuation, the ethical values and the willingness to act and to 

change in the name of sustainability), for this defines how they translate it into practice.  

3. Sustainable Urban Planning  

The review of the evolution of the sustainable development notion illustrates that this 

notion has been scaled-down since the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 

and the Agenda 21 in 1992, from global to local scale. (UNCED, 1992b, UNCED, 1992a) 

In addition, cities are preferred locus for the analysis of sustainability not only due to the 

physical concentration of problems and therefore arenas with high improvement potential, 

but also because they are institutionally ready to tailor action towards sustainability to the 
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local needs and they easily mobilise players and citizens to take part in the movement. 

(Camagni et al., 1998) 

As stated before, the objective of this study is to understand if there is a relation between 

certain sustainability notions and urban planning practices. Therefore, it becomes central to 

our analysis what the literature has explored so far in relation to this alignment of practices 

to sustainability objectives, in particular, to stronger sustainability objectives. 

Thus, after a brief introduction to spatial planning definition, we will focus on the review of 

urban planning practices for sustainability. Because our interest is put on behavioural 

continuums from weak to strong sustainability, and on procedural planning practice, this 

literature review will proceed excluding all quantitative approaches, for instance, related to 

the internalisation of externalities, multi-criteria decision analysis, pollution-tax 

calculations, etc., highlighting relevant qualitative and organisational contributions to 

planning for sustainability. 

On the topic of spatial planning, let us split the concept in parts: planning can both mean 

acting in the present in order to shape a transgenerational future and a “mode of 

governance”, while spatial relates to the static or dynamic “where of things”. (Healey, 

2004). Spatial planning, therefore, is about guiding and regulating location, timing and 

form of development, which entails setting governance practices, frameworks and 

principles (Healey et al., 1999) that connect disparate initiatives/perspectives but impact 

upon the same area and its people, cross-cutting “the public-private divide and/or various 

jurisdictions.” (Rivolin and Faludi, 2005) 

Sustainable Urban Planning – where has the literature focus gone to? 

Closing the gap between sustainability theory and planning and urban management 

practices, that is, putting theory into practice, remains a key difficulty for sustainable 

development to produce its results more effectively. Some authors found a few reasons for 

the fact: a no simple task (Campbell, 1996, Krueger and Agyeman, 2005, Porter and Hunt, 

2005, Healey and Shaw, 1993); a lack of understanding of what sustainability means and 
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how it means different things to different people (Jensen et al., 2000); there are difficulties 

to “work out the details” (Campbell, 1996); there is a lack of agreement on how to carry it 

out (Berke and Conroy, 2000); because sustainable development challenges established 

practices and power relations, there are economic and political interests that either hinder 

its rise or impose particular sustainability interpretations (Healey and Shaw, 1993). 

However, none of those reasons mean planning cannot pursue sustainability objectives: on 

the one hand, because policies and practices not explicitly oriented to sustainability 

objectives may still attain those unknowingly (Krueger and Agyeman, 2005, Devkota, 

2005); on the other hand, because evoking sustainability might not actually mean doing 

sustainable planning (Campbell, 1996), that is, there may be „re-branding‟ (Redclift, 2005) 

or „rhetoric plus business as usual‟ (Porter and Hunt, 2005) approaches. For example, 

Porter and Hunt (2005) showed the result of opportunistically integrating sustainability in 

planning to comply with project funding requirements in the case of Birmingham Eastside 

regeneration: 

The translation of sustainability principles into Eastside planning policies is a re-elaboration of 

SD 'to accommodate familiar planning issues of amenity, townscape and culture, [which] in 

effect become part of a more generalised concern to maintain and enhance the quality of life' 

(...). Thus, SD has become redefined according to that thinking which currently dominates the 

planning paradigm in the UK—the renaissance of urban areas, a re-emergence of city living, 

an interest in good urban design and quality public space, and regeneration of what are seen as 

'deprived' communities or neighbourhoods. What results is a 'rhetoric plus business as usual' 

approach to sustainability within planning (...). (Porter and Hunt, 2005) 

Unlike the example of Birmingham, literature around urban planning for sustainability 

tends to focus on adaptations to planning practice in order to pursue urban development in 

harmony with sustainability objectives (see Krueger and Agyeman, 2005, Naess, 2001, 

Brugmann, 1996), more than approaches on the (re)definition sustainability to make it a 

relevant (see Berke and Conroy, 2000), “powerful and useful organizing principle for 

planning” (Campbell, 1996).  

Regarding more qualitative approaches to sustainability, which will provide information 

about organisational aspects of planning and sustainability conceptualisations more easily,   

attention in literature about urban planning for sustainability has been given to a small 
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variety of aspects: (1) collaborative approaches, (2) communication and conflict resolution; 

(3) and dynamics. The latter is, in fact, inherent to each and every aspect of planning. 

(1) collaborative approaches 

In fact, literature in planning for sustainability very often brings collaboration and 

participation into the discussion, as it is increasingly promoted since the Brundtland Report 

and particularly stressed and asserted as an official international sustainability position 

since the 1992 Rio Earth Summit and Agenda 21, confirmed later by the 2002 

Johannesburg Conference on SD and the 2009 Copenhagen Conference. 

The emphasis is put on close interplay of stakeholders and networking as a condition to 

holistic and durable the strategies sustainability demands. (Jensen et al., 2000, van den Berg 

et al., 1997, van den Berg et al., 2003) Besides, authors also ponder about the composition 

of these networks, that is, who should participate and what roles should they play.  

Jensen et al. (2000) divide between context-dependent and context-independent experts, 

nevertheless, endorsing the direct collaboration between both and, thereby, stimulating 

contacts between different disciplines. This multidisciplinary requirement is one of the key 

aspects of van den Berg et al.‟s (1997) Organising Capacity framework, where attention is 

put on joining as many “birds of different feathers” as appropriate in an ensemble of 

mutually dependent actors, nevertheless, ensuring “target convergence, willingness to co-

operate and a basis of confidence and flexibility” between them. Others focus on the role of 

the planner within the network, either acting as a leader that searches for creative solutions 

and builds coalitions among actors, or staying outside the debate, as a mediator. The latter 

position is where the planner assumes the role of a “translator” of the languages of conflict 

between economics, environmentalism, and social justice in the SD debate. In the end, both 

positions are deemed desirable in planning. (Campbell, 1996, Naess, 2001)  

Another possibility is to break down the network into governmental and non-governmental 

players, a split that stresses the need to link “stakeholder-based planning and action with 

the local government's statutory planning requirements and with government resource 
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allocation procedures” so that planning and management can have “lasting, cumulative 

results.” (Brugmann, 1996) Finally, it has also been proposed that network is separate from 

societal support and from political support. (van den Berg et al., 1997) Authors highlight 

that societal participation/support may be a requirement (Campbell, 1996) or a precondition 

(in terms of number of people and in terms of societal vividness) to raise awareness for the 

implementation of sustainability measures, to help lifestyles to change (Finco and Nijkamp, 

2001) and a way to put pressure on non-sustainable vested interests (Naess, 2001) and 

prevent them to dominate the debate (Davoudi, 2000). 

―The role of planners is therefore to engage the current challenge of SD with a dual, 

interactive strategy: (1) to manage and resolve conflict; and (2) to promote creative technical, 

architectural, and institutional solutions. Planners must both negotiate the procedures of the 

conflict and promote a substantive vision of SD.‖ (Campbell, 1996) 

However, empirically, “explicit support by the population is not always needed to reach 

specific project objectives, but that lack of support slows down the speed of project 

development.” (van den Berg et al., 1997) Furthermore, there are reservations about the 

way collaboration from citizens may contribute to the planning process. Greig (2010) 

points up that past examples also demonstrate non-sustainable societal motivations (for 

instance, focused on supply-side failures), and that literature lacks attention on how 

participation impacts the areas, for it usually focuses on the existence or not of 

participation and at which moment of the process. (Greig, 2010, Owens, 1994) Therefore, 

as Naess (2001) suggests, if the strategy involves consensus building (Innes, 1996), we 

might as well be supporting non-sustainable outcomes. This author argues that “planning 

for sustainability should facilitate alliance-building [not consensus-building] among those 

population groups who can support the basic equity and environmental values of a 

sustainable development”. (Naess, 2001) 

(2) communication and conflict resolution 

The success of holistic strategies such as those pursuing sustainability demands the use of 

dialogue, negotiation and dispute resolution techniques as tools to “transform conflicts of 

interest into win-win situations” (Naess, 2001, Berke and Conroy, 2000), “innovative 
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solutions that would not have come out of traditional, adversarial confrontation” 

(Campbell, 1996), despite the limitations involved.  

In general, communication in planning for sustainability is said to be of paramount 

importance (1) for reasons related to the planning process itself; (2) to target groups; and 

(3) to opposing groups. Vis-à-vis the planning process, communication is said to increase 

understanding about the scope for action and available options (Naess, 2001), as well as to 

help transmit a credible message, decisive to obtain political and financial support (van den 

Berg et al., 1997).  

As to the target groups to be informed, societal support depends on the way players 

welcome a project, which in turn depends on their perception of benefits and costs, 

information to be conveyed to the right groups at the right moment. (van den Berg et al., 

1997) In this light, communication helps create an informed, engaged, and SD supportive 

population. (Brugmann, 1996) Nonetheless, if the SD notion is transmitted as an 

unworkable concept, the influence of the planner in future policy may be retracted. (Berke 

and Conroy, 2000) In addition, communication contributes to create an institutional voice 

for SD and to transform the lengthy negotiation process into a tool to mobilize the 

community around SD issues (Campbell, 1996, Naess, 2001). Naess further highlights the 

role of communication to inform politicians and the population in general of likely 

consequences of proposed solutions. (Naess, 2001).  

Regarding opposing groups, communication may create the local capacity to negotiate 

agreements between competing interest groups (Brugmann, 1996),  leading to “a better 

understanding of one‟s opponents interests and values, and even of one‟s own interests” 

(Campbell, 1996). Moreover, through communication, planners may be able to counteract 

„distorted communication‟ carried out by opposing groups, for instance, those with vested 

interests in unsustainable ways of developing land use and mobility (Naess, 2001), as well 

as may avoid heavy legal costs and long-lasting animosity between all players (Campbell, 

1996). 
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For these purposes, building scenarios, organising stakeholder planning forums and using 

city marketing tools may be effective strategies, as suggested by Naess (2001), Brugmann 

(1996) and van den Berg and Braun (1999), respectively. 

Nevertheless, communication-based conflict resolution may have several limitations: the 

possibility of one “linguistic culture dominating the other”; the risk of ignoring their 

differences regardless of how they are expressed, as they are intimately linked to each 

group‟s vested interests (Campbell, 1996); and the tendency to use a common vocabulary 

based on “fuzzy buzzwords” that, in practice, “does not necessarily contribute to better 

communication, quite on the contrary, prevent[s] different groups from working together to 

define a shared agenda.” (Palmer et al., 1997). 

(3) Dynamics 

Dealing with sustainability issues in planning imposes considering various periods, for 

sustainable development is a long-term objective. Consequently, “urban policy-makers tend 

to become increasingly change managers” (Finco and Nijkamp, 2001), a vital need also in 

the context of urban projects, which typically stretch along for many years.  

In the literature on planning for sustainability, sustainability requires continued action, an 

evolutionary progression instead of black and white views (Campbell, 1996, Berke and 

Conroy, 2000), a learning process (Krueger and Agyeman, 2005).  

However, for how that process is to take place there is no consensus: while Campbell 

(1996) advocates “long incremental accumulation of local and industry specific advances to 

complete sustainability across all sectors and/or all places” and states that sustainability is 

“not reachable in a single, holistic leap” (Campbell, 1996), Naess (2001) criticises in many 

ways „one bite at a time‟ planning for being an inefficient and poorly suited approach to 

promote sustainability”: he argues that no significant deviation from status quo practice 

takes place, that a limited analysis of consequences happens due to difficulty in 

understanding where such small steps may lead to; moreover, it requires using trial and 

error strategy. (Naess, 2001) 
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Also van den Berg et al. (1997) alert that, for planning projects, both the project 

characteristics/elements and its context may change, especially in the likely occasion of 

projects stretching along many years. In this scenario, the authors stand for an approach to 

change that is anticipatory and entrepreneurial, comprehensive and opportunity-led instead 

of problem-led. This general attitude is inherent to the framework of Organising Capacity 

(OC) (see Figure 1 below), a holistic tool for planning for sustainability, developed by the 

authors.  

Organising Capacity – a framework for Sustainable Urban Planning 

Published in 1997, this framework by was conceived in the scope of a qualitative 

international comparative study involving major urban projects of eight European 

metropolitan regions. Organising Capacity (OC) is “the ability to enlist all actors involved, 

and with their help generate new ideas and develop and implement a policy designed to 

respond to fundamental developments and create conditions for sustainable development”.  

The relevance of this framework here is explained, firstly, because it is a planning tool 

designed to deal with sustainability and, secondly, it identifies a „package deal‟ or a 

combination of intertwined elements including the abovementioned planning aspects 

(communication, player interaction and dynamics) and adding: spatial-economic 

conditions, a formal institution, leadership, vision and strategy, political support, societal 

support and communication. In the end, it is a framework that combines holistically some 

of planning for sustainability aspects spread in the literature.  
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Figure 1. The Organising Capacity framework 

 

Source: (van den Berg et al., 2003) 

In addition to the abovementioned elements, van den Berg et al. (1997) gave particular 

importance to the vision and strategy: the recognition of “significant problems in a city” is 

expected to „bind‟ actors together in a common rationale and encourage their collaboration. 

However, the multi-dimensional complexity of urban reality, something that sustainability 

also struggles with, requires that the project‟s objectives and implementation strategy fit 

into a integral vision of the area development, of key importance to avoid launching an 

“unguided missile” and compromise the organising capacity, in addition to  prevent 

inconsistencies in planning, enough reasons for not having a successful project. (van den 

Berg et al., 1997). 

Two final aspects of the framework are relevant for this study: political support and 

leadership. Political sponsoring occurs (or not) at different scales (local, regional, national, 
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supra-national levels) and ends up defining “the actors‟ elbow room for interaction” by 

offering a more or less hierarchical, bureaucratic, administrative structure (the formal 

administrative organisation) (van den Berg et al., 1997). Leadership plays the role of 

catalyst of the interactions within the strategic network; it stimulates cooperation, promote 

a good project start and keep it en route. Besides, leaders may rely on competencies 

(hierarchical position, financial capabilities, know-how, etc.) or on the charisma of a person 

or organisation (the „project-puller‟). (van den Berg et al., 1997, van den Berg and Braun, 

1999, van den Berg et al., 2003)  

Indeed, coherence as a characteristic brings out the power of the framework as a planning 

tool, therefore influencing a project‟s success in a two-way fashion. On the one hand, the 

weakness of each element defines the strength of the whole „chain‟. On the other hand, an 

incoherent “whole” may lead to disappointment despite satisfactory performance of each of 

the elements individually. (van den Berg et al., 1997) 

The association between planning practices and sustainability conceptualisations... 

References to sustainability notions associated with specific urban planning practices are 

not common in literature. Nevertheless, a few authors recognize that different 

conceptualizations may lead to different development paths or outcomes (Lombardi et al., 

2010, Davoudi, 2000), “as different as the paradigms themselves” (Rees, 1995), for 

example: in terms of priorities defined, choices about what policies to implement and 

actions to be taken (Giddings et al., 2002, Redclift, 2005). 

A good example of a contribution to organizational aspects of planning associated to 

sustainability notions is that of Davoudi (2000). As shown before, he associated two 

paradigms of society (“ecological modernity” and „risk society‟) to their corresponding 

twin discourses of sustainability. Furthermore, to each of those, he suggested potential 

directions to planning practices (for Britain, UK) that may be associated to the weak and 

strong sustainability paradigms (see Table 2 below) 
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Table 2. Weak-like („ecological modernization‟) and strong-like (risk society) sustainable 

planning guidelines 

Planning in ecological modernization Planning in risk society 

 Regulatory face of planning 

 Legitimate arm of the state‟s regulatory 

regime 

 Facilitate economic processes while 

making them environmentally benign 

 Focus on centrally formulated, non-

spatial, apolitical regulatory criteria 

 Elitist, hierarchical 

 Issue-based and fragmented 

 Radical and ideological face of 

planning 

 Pro-active arm of an interventionist 

state 

 Defend the environment against risks 

associated with economic processes 

 Focus on strategic and holistic approach 

to place-making 

 Participative, collaborative 

 Territorial-based and integrated 

The author adds a few specific roles of the planner, namely to adopt a precautionary 

attitude: to “acknowledge the „unintended consequences‟ of development options and avoid 

those alternatives whose long-term consequences remain elusive”.  

Conclusions 

The literature review on planning practices for sustainability points out difficulties in the 

transition from theory to practice, as suggested by many authors (Campbell, 1996, Krueger 

and Agyeman, 2005, Porter and Hunt, 2005, Jensen et al., 2000, Berke and Conroy, 2000, 

Redclift, 2005, Devkota, 2005). In addition, it has been focusing on a relatively small 

number of elements in planning for sustainability:  

(1) Collaborative approaches: objectively, player networking is seen as a condition for a 

holistic, durable strategy towards sustainable development (van den Berg et al., 1997); 

societal support is mostly desirable, for some a requirement for sustainable 

development successful strategies, others have doubts concerning the need and the way 

their collaboration from citizens has impact on the territory (Owens, 1994, Greig, 

2010);  
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(2) Communication and conflict resolution: of paramount importance for i) the planning 

process itself (e.g. to understand scope for action and available options) (Naess, 2001) 

and ii) to obtain broad support from target groups, to stimulate an informed, engaged 

and sustainable development supportive community (van den Berg et al., 1997, 

Brugmann, 1996, Naess, 2001, Campbell, 1996); and iii) to negotiate better with 

opposing groups, namely those with non-sustainable vested interests (Naess, 2001); 

nevertheless, possibly facing linguistic conflicts (Campbell, 1996) and the pursuit of 

individual agendas behind apparently shared concepts (Palmer et al., 1997); 

(3) Dynamics: the challenge is to become a “change manager” (Finco and Nijkamp, 2001), 

that is, 1) to be entrepreneurial and have an anticipatory attitude by emphasising 

network activation and communication (van den Berg et al., 1997); and 2) to be 

flexible enough to adapt to context and OC elements changes (van den Berg et al., 

1997); the question of whether to progress through incremental improvements 

(Campbell, 1996, Berke and Conroy, 2000, Krueger and Agyeman, 2005) or, more 

radically, to break with the status quo (Naess, 2001, Rees, 1995), remains open in the 

sustainability debate. 

The holistic Organising Capacity framework by van den Berg et al. (1997) ends up 

aggregating a few aspects spread in literature in a coherent and dynamic framework for 

sustainable planning: spatial-economic conditions, strategic networks and a formal 

institution, societal participation, communication, political support and leadership. 

At last, particularly for looking for literature of urban planning for weak and strong 

sustainability, we have found that the grounds of further investigations are set: many 

authors agree and recognise that “conceptualisations shapes action”. This means, in urban 

planning for sustainability, different sustainability conceptualisations, such as those placed 

in the weak-strong continuum, are expected to generate different planning practices 

respective to that placing of the sustainability notion in the continuum. In particular, 

departing from this assumption, it should be possible to understand which practices respond 

to stronger and to weaker sustainability notions, as ultimately desired. 
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4. Conclusions 

The review of international literature about sustainable development showed a trend in the 

evolution of this concept. Maintaining the traditional struggle between the environment and 

the economy, however, until about the year 2000 emphasis was put on the environmental 

dimension of sustainability, followed by a period (until 2005) where notions became more 

balanced (more equitable weight attributed to the various dimensions of sustainability) and, 

lastly, a return to the environmental focus. 

SD notions: As to sustainability notions, overall, the various contributions seen above that 

characterise weak and strong sustainability, whether in categories, stages or continuums, 

illustrate how paradigmatic action towards sustainability can be from one notion to another. 

What matters really is that what people and entities associate to a notion (regarding the role 

of technology, the possibility of monetary valuation, the ethical values and the willingness 

to act and to change in the name of sustainability), for this defines how they translate it into 

practice. 

Urban planning for SD: Many authors have mentioned difficulties in translating theory 

into practice when it comes to sustainability. In addition, it should be noted that the 

framework of Organising Capacity by van den Berg et al. (1997) gathers the main focuses 

of attention in literature in urban planning for sustainability (societal participation, 

communication and strategic networks), adds a few more key aspect for the success of an 

urban project  (leadership and political support, vision and spatial-economic conditions), 

on top of an entrepreneurial, anticipatory and opportunity led attitude towards change – 

that makes it particularly attractive to put into practice in other urban projects for 

sustainability and in analysis involving various periods of time. 

Urban Planning for SD notions: Counting on the weak-strong sustainability continuum to 

conceptualise sustainability notions and using the OC framework to identify critical 

success factors in urban planning at the level of a project, and building on the assumption 

that “conceptualisation shapes action“, we may expect to be able to identify which key 

urban planning aspects are critically associated with stronger sustainability notions. Also, 
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we may contribute to overcome the scarce theoretical contributions in literature of these 

domains.   

The next chapter enters into detail on the theoretical framework drawn on the basis of these 

findings, raising research questions and hypothesis to be tested during the study of the 

Riverside Project in Coimbra.  
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Chapter 3 – Theoretical Framework 

The starting assumption for this study is that “conceptualisation shapes action” (Lombardi 

et al., 2010, Davoudi, 2000, Rees, 1995, Redclift, 2005, Giddings et al., 2002). The 

understanding is that individual SD perceptions are the product of a context (local, regional, 

national or international) and influence decisions and priorities. Likewise, in the case of an 

urban project contributing to sustainability, we expect the SD notions of project actors to 

reveal these international, national and local influences in their daily strategic planning 

activity, in their discourses and in the documents produced (plans, brochures, monitoring 

and measurement indicators, etc.). Accordingly, the analysis of planning for sustainability 

is to reveal practices that match their SD notions. 

1. Assessing Organising Capacity 

To help grasp relevant aspects of planning for sustainability, the Organising Capacity (OC) 

framework developed by van den Berg et al. (1997) prescribes certain elements that, 

individually and as a whole, are said to contribute positively to project success and to 

sustainability: spatial-economic conditions, vision/mission, leadership, strategic networks, 

political support, societal support and communication (detailed in Chapter 2). (van den 

Berg and Braun, 1999, van den Berg et al., 1997, van den Berg et al., 2003) Despite 

empirical evidence of their relevance, studies have suggested that it is not certain that all of 

those elements give a positive contribution, as it is the case of political support and societal 

participation (Owens, 1994, Greig, 2010, van den Berg et al., 1997) or communication 

(Campbell, 1996, Palmer et al., 1997, Naess, 2001). 

Literature on urban planning for SD also stressed the importance of dealing with time. In 

particular, three aspects point to the relevance of testing how OC evolves in a project that 

lasts over many years. Firstly, as OC elements may change, the context that envelopes the 

project may so too. Secondly, as in a learning process (Krueger and Agyeman, 2005), the 

way projects sequentially implemented is expected to take into account past successes and 

failures, introduce improvements and corrections in order to maintain or increase their final 

success. Thirdly, OC framework recognises the need to develop an entrepreneurial and 
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anticipatory attitude and to be flexible enough to adapt to all changes (van den Berg et al., 

1997). In this light, the research question and hypothesis to be tested are: 

Research Question Hypothesis 

RQ1: How do OC elements contribute to a 

project‟s success? 

H.1.1 OC elements contribute positively to the 

project’s success. 

H.1.2. OC elements tend to improve through 

time. 

 

2. Assessing Sustainable Development 

As illustrated by the literature review, sustainable development may have different 

meanings, be more optimistic or pessimistic, restricted or overarching, may observe 

different ethical principles, support different roles for technology and demand a more or 

less reactive behaviour from people or organisations. These may be the evidence of 

different world views and different underlying assumptions. 

These were captured by Lombardi et al. (2010) in their weak-strong sustainability 

continuum, which places sustainability notions according to “the degree to which 

individuals are required to change their lifestyle and behaviours in the name of 

sustainability”. 

Suggested by previous findings that prove a “considerable diversity along the spectrum 

from status quo (...) to transformation”, either at project level (Lombardi et al., 2010) or 

from one organisation to another (Hopwood et al., 2005, Rees, 1995, Ehrenfeld, 2000), 

suggesting unaligned visions. Since at project level it is desirable that those are as clustered 

as possible, it is therefore interesting to confirm the distribution of SD notions (from project 

actors and project-related documents) along the weak-strong continuum, raising the 

following question and hypothesis: 
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Research Question Hypothesis 

RQ2: How do SD notions vary across a single 

project and where are these notions placed in the 

weak-strong SD continuum? 

H.2.1. The project actors’ SD notions are 

considerably clustered in one position of the 

continuum. 

 

As illustrated by the literature review, sustainable development notions vary in time in 

terms of the concept itself (how integrative it is and what are the privileged dimensions) 

(see, for instance, the contrast between the Brundtland Report‟s definition and the core 

principles of the Green Growth/Economy Strategy in Chapter 2). Also, we have noted that 

SD notions evolve through time according to a path: special attention is given to 

environmental aspects until around the year 2000, followed by an emphasis on 

socioeconomic aspects until 2005, when again the environment regains attention until 

presently. Assuming this global evolution of notions scales-down to local and urban project 

level, our expectation is that the evolution of sustainability notions at project level evolves 

according to a similar path, accepting a time lag. 

Furthermore, the OC framework stressed the importance of having a common vision shared 

by project stakeholders. One of the forms to assess it may be to understand its actors‟ 

sustainability notions. Besides, all projects need to deal with a changing environment, 

facing changes in actors involved, facing new objectives and new solutions, as suggested 

by Teisman‟s (2000) Rounds Model. The key to success considering both approaches 

(Teisman, 2000, van den Berg et al., 1997) is to maintain overall (framework) cohesion, 

adapting to changes but maintaining a path towards SD period after period. In theory, it 

would be desirable that project actors‟ notions remained at least as clustered as in the 

previous period. Analysing that evolution informs planners and decision-makers where 

projects actors‟ notions lean towards (Weaker or stronger sustainability notions? 

Environmental or socioeconomic?), in the meantime assessing if international trends are 

replicated at project level. In this light, the next research question can be set as follows: 
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Research Question Hypothesis 

RQ3: How do project SD notions and their 

distribution along the continuum evolve through 

time? 

H.3.1. Over time, the project SD notions 

replicate the international trend and are at least 

as clustered as in the previous period. 

 

3. Organising Capacity for Sustainable Development 

If “conceptualisation shapes action” (Lombardi et al., 2010, Davoudi, 2000, Rees, 1995, 

Giddings et al., 2002, Redclift, 2005) and if conceptualisations are expected to vary over 

time within the project, then urban planning practice is expected to vary in response. 

Regardless of a time evolution, our supposition is that, depending on a more or less exigent 

notion of SD, planning practices are expected to adapt, in particular regarding 

organisational planning matters.  

Broadly designed to deal with SD, we can assume that the OC framework as a tool to 

assess planning practice is, at least, fit to respond to the requirements of the weakest 

possible SD notion. However, using this framework, it is not clear if, to fit stronger 

sustainability notions, it provides the adequate and plentiful enough “prescription” of 

elements. For instance, as Naess (2001) alerts, it may be not enough for actors to act 

jointly, it is necessary that the outcome of the strategic network is pro-sustainability. In 

order to gain insights on those adaptations, the study will focus on the organisational 

practices of each period and place them in the weak-strong continuum. Moreover, as noted 

previously, both OC and sustainability notions may change over time. Consequently, the 

relationship between the two may also experience changes. 

Under these assumptions, our research question and hypothesis are as follows: 

 

 

 



50 

 

Research Question Hypothesis 

RQ4: How adequate is the OC framework to deal 

with stronger SD notions? 

H.4.1. OC is appropriate to deal with strong 

(therefore also with weak) SD notions. 

H.4.2. Stronger SD notions are associated with 

improvements in OC through time. 

 

4. Conclusions 

To sum up, the following table summarises all research questions and related hypothesis 

subject to testing. 

 Research Question Hypothesis 

Organising 

Capacity 

(OC) 

RQ1: How do OC elements contribute to 

a project‟s success? 

H.1.1 OC elements contribute 

positively to the project’s success. 

H.1.2. OC elements tend to improve 

through time. 

Sustainable 

Development 

(SD) notions 

RQ2: How do SD notions vary across a 

single project and where are these notions 

placed in the weak-strong SD continuum? 

H.2.1. The project actors’ SD notions 

are considerably clustered in one 

position of the continuum. 

RQ3: How do project SD notions and 

their distribution along the continuum 

evolve through time? 

H.3.1. Over time, the project SD 

notions replicate the international 

trend and are at least as clustered as in 

the previous period. 

Organising 

Capacity for 

Sustainable 

Development 

RQ4: How adequate is the OC 

framework to deal with stronger SD 

notions? 

H.4.1. OC is appropriate to deal with 

strong (therefore also with weak) SD 

notions. 

H.4.2. Stronger SD notions are 

associated with improvements in OC 

through time. 

 

 



51 

 

Chapter 4 – Methodology and Research Design 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research plan, covering all research activities 

subsequent to the literature review and the definition of research questions, from collection 

to analysis of data. 

1. The Case Study  

The global appreciation of the conceptual framework suggests the use of a case-study 

methodology: the object of this analysis is a complex multi-actor and multi-level „real-life 

phenomenon‟ where organisational aspects within urban planning and SD notions are to be 

assessed holistically at the level of an urban project. 

In addition, the study comprises an analysis over various periods of time imposing the 

articulation of the case-study with an historical or longitudinal approach. (Jick, 1979, Yin, 

2009) In particular, changes are expected to occur within the project (for instance, in the 

Organising Capacity elements – spatial-economic conditions, vision/mission, political 

support, leadership, strategic networks, societal support and communication - see Figure 1 

in Chapter 2), as well as on its local, national and international context.  

To follow the progress of an urban project we make use of the Rounds Model (Teisman, 

2000), a Public Administration decision-making tool according to which a new Round 

begins and ends each time a problem-solution combination or players change, providing the 

adequate support (a) to identify the relevant time periods, (b) to identify the relevant 

players involved in the project and later gather their perception of SD, (c) to identify the 

context in which they operate (d) and to understand “whether [or not] and how actors have 

managed to combine perceptions to such an extent that they are willing to support a joint 

solution” (Teisman, 2000), (e) thereby creating the conditions for inter-temporal 

comparisons at project and its context level and trend identification. 

The case was identified among Line 1 participants of the Polis Programme – a Programme 

for Urban Renovation and Environmental Renewal of Towns and Cities, launched in 
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March, 2000, the latest major intervention in medium-size cities in Portugal and also a 

hallmark in pro-sustainability multi-cities initiatives, therefore a fairly suitable arena to test 

the study hypothesis. This Line included the ten greatest and more complex interventions 

regarding their organisational model, their stakeholder-mobilisation capacity and their 

approach of economic, social and environmental issues (developed in Chapter 5). 

(MAOTDR, 2007c)  

Therefore, among candidates, in addition to the convenience of higher geographical 

proximity of the researcher to local authorities and experience as a resident, student and 

worker in the city, several other reasons pointed for Coimbra to be a relevant study case. 

Firstly, Coimbra is considered a standard, “average”, representative case of organisational 

practices of the Polis Programme, for the intervention in Coimbra was considered relatively 

discrete/soft in comparison to others (e.g. Viana do Castelo, Castelo Branco), as sustained 

by two interviewees at Central Administration level, during field work. Secondly, Coimbra 

joined the initial group of cities immediately ready for project implementation (MAOT, 

2000), which may reveal an a priori organisational, motivational, administrative / 

governmental / financial capacity to embark on the project. Finally, the ideas in the Polis 

Strategic Plan materialized the old city and the citizens‟ aspirations for the margins of 

Mondego River. In addition, the new Strategic Plan for Coimbra Municipality recently 

approved, incorporates targets not met by the end of the Polis Programme (2007) and 

extends the intervention to other urban areas. For these reasons, Coimbra is expected to 

have gathered an excellent basis for the assessment of OC and SD notions in the last 15 

years, namely in terms of strategic plans, project descriptive documentation, etc. and in 

terms of actors involved, ensuring relevant available sources for „before and after‟ 

comparisons. 

Although Polis in Coimbra was split into two different projects (which gave rise to two 

Layout Plans), the study considers both sub-projects as one single intervention named the 

Riverside Project, for both belong to the Polis Programme intervention in Coimbra and 

were planned and implemented simultaneously. Their total area defines the relevant 

geographical area of this study (see Error! Reference source not found. and Error! 
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Reference source not found.), the same area considered for previous and subsequent 

Rounds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (CoimbraPolis, 2004b) 

 

 

2. Data Collection and data analysis 

Both weak-strong sustainability continuum and Organising Capacity (OC) constructs were 

previously put into practice in reference studies: Lombardi et al. (2010) and the Urban 

Regeneration Project in Eastside Birmingham, UK; and van den Berg et al. (1997) insights 

into the practice of OC through major urban projects in eight metropolitan regions. For the 

sake of comparability, their independent research designs were replicated in this case study, 

except for the longitudinal analysis, added here. 

With a view to ensure construct validity (“identifying correct operational measures for the 

concepts being studied”) (Yin, 2009), the data from interviews and documentation were 

triangulated, which is also one of the major advantages of a case-study, especially when 

sources from various periods are relevant. (Yin, 2009)  

Figure 2. Project: Portagem – J. das Regras 

Avenue Axis 

Figure 3. Project: Mondego‟s Green Park 
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As summarised in Table 3, 24 interviews were conducted between May and September 

2011, with length varying from 30 minutes to two and half hours, with key persons directly 

or indirectly involved in the project, at various geographic scales, ranging from project 

managers, representatives of the municipality, public entities, representatives of the private 

sector (among others, entrepreneur associations), university experts, architects, engineers, 

planners, policy-makers, to sports- and culture-related entities. However, only two 

interviewees were able to provide information about OC about more than one Round. 

Table 3. Summary of data sources 

Source Interviews Documents 

Local 19 9 

National 5 4 

International 0 8 

TOTAL  24 21 

 

Furthermore, although a very small part of the interviewees could only talk about either SD 

or OC, actors were interviewed for both assessments, reason why most interviews had two 

parts: the in-depth part dedicated to OC and the semi-structured part responding directly to 

the Lines of Enquiry in the framework presented by Lombardi et al. (2010) (following the 

“Eastside Sustainability Advisory Group” research programme matrix), illustrated in the 

Table 4 below. 

In particular for the assessment of SD notions, interviews and documental information was 

coded as proposed by Lombardi et al. (2010) (see Table 5 below). During the analysis of 

results, we felt the need to introduce one additional code to increase accuracy of the 

positioning in the sustainability continuum (“All raised, some deemed critical”). In order to 

better illustrate the position and distribution of SD notions along the weak-strong 

continuum, SD results were afterwards mapped, as Hopwood et al. (2005) and Lombardi et 

al. (2010) performed (see Figure 4 below), and where: 

―The central shaded area of the map indicates the range of views within the SD debate: 

combining socio-economic and environmental issues‖ (Hopwood et al., 2005) and ―the weak-

strong continuum is reflected through the distance of a data point from the origin (bottom left-
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hand corner of the chart), with weak (or status quo) being closest to the origin.‖ (Lombardi et 

al., 2010) 

Table 4. Framework for placing sustainability notions along a continuum from weak to 

strong sustainability 

Lines of 

enquiry 

Status quo: 

issue raised 

Reform: 

issue stressed 

Transformation: 

issue deemed critical 

Nature of sustainable development 

Environmental 
„Weak sustainability‟ 

Technology as a solution 

Reduce energy /carbon use 

Reuse materials 

Healthier ecology 

Transformation of 

society and/or human 

relations with the 

environment 

Socioeconomic 

Weak concern with poverty 

and lack of equity in 

political power 

„Sustainable, accountable 

and equitable forms of 

capitalism‟ 

Social issues important, 

human needs, poverty, 

democratic 

revitalization 

Radical reform to 

socioeconomic 

structure 

Strong commitment to 

social equity 

Nature of the problem 

Environmental Minor problem: pollution 

Mounting problems: 

environmental 

degradation; global 

instability 

Mounting crisis: 

environmental 

degradation; 

possible future 

collapse 

Socioeconomic Minor problem: poverty 
Mounting problems: 

inequality and poverty 

Mounting crisis: 

poverty, lack of 

justice 

Root of the problem (socioeconomic) 

 
Lack of information, 

existing values 

Failure to capture 

externalities 

Existing economic and 

power structures of 

society 

Actions required to redress  (socioeconomic) 

 

Increase information 

Change values 

Improve management 

techniques 

New technologies 

Taxes and trading pollution 

permits 

Generate and evolve 

consumer demand 

Good science and 

information 

Modify the market through 

taxes and subsidies 

Role of technology 

Reform government, 

increase democracy and 

participation 

Build alliances, 

mobilise coalitions 

and polity 

Radical reform of 

markets, taxes, and 

subsidies 

Inclusive social and 

political action 

within and outside 

existing structure 

Source: Lombardi et al. (2010) 
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Figure 4. Mapping of views of sustainable development 

 

Source: (Hopwood et al., 2005) 

Table 5. Score System Summary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Lombardi et al. (2010) 

Stages Sustainability Dimension 

Status Quo  

No issues raised 0 

Some issues raised, none stressed 0.5 – 1 

All issues raised, none stressed 1 

Reform  

All/many issues raised, some stressed 1 – 1.5 

Some issues raised, all stressed 1.5 – 2 

All issues raised, all stressed 2 

Transformation  

Some raised, all deemed critical 2 – 2.5 

All raised, some deemed critical 2.5 – 3 

All raised, all deemed critical 3 
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As to the OC assessment, attention was given to each of its elements (spatial-economic 

conditions, leadership, political support, societal support, strategic networks and 

communication), whose influence on the project progress was analysed in each period. 

For both weak-strong sustainability and OC, qualitative data were gathered through content 

analysis (texts selected for their relevance to the subject, including local and national and 

urban policy, planning guidance and planning strategy, and project-specific documents 

such as strategic plans). 

The smaller number of interviewees related to the oldest Round is associated to the fact that 

there was a smaller number of entities/persons involved in planning activities at the time 

(the municipal services and the planner consortium to whom the Strategic Plan was 

outsourced). In any case, it is believed that (1) the study of that period was not affected, for 

compensating information was obtained from documentation produced and describing the 

events occurred at the time; and (2) all periods were approached in a balanced way 

considering both sources (see Annex I). 

In particular for the association between SD notions and OC, but also used in the case of 

their separate assessments, the research was designed following an iterative process 

between the literature review results, the research questions and the case study evidence, 

resulting in final theoretical propositions faced with the case study‟s empirical findings, the 

basis for final conclusions. Also under this pattern matching technique, time-series analysis 

was inspirational in the sense that observed empirical trends were confronted with trends 

found in the literature review, for instance, as in the case of the evolution of the SD notion 

at international organisations level. 

3. Conclusions  

Given the objectives proposed, the methodology used is a case study, deemed adequate to 

assess SD notions and OC traits, as well as their association in the urban planning arena. In 

particular, the study will focus on the Riverside Project in Coimbra, a participant in the 

Polis Programme representative of organisational practices of the initiative. In addition, the 
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study made use of the Rounds Model (Teisman, 2000) to define time periods, compare and 

contrast them in terms of OC and SD assessments, as well as of in terms of their 

association. This tool was also suitable to define the relevant players, the context of the 

project and the relevant geographical area. 

Data gathered were mostly qualitative and collected through interviews and diverse 

documentation, subjected to content analysis and coding in the case of SD notions. 

Specifically for the OC assessment, attention was given to its composing elements, while in 

the case of SD assessment, the Lines of Enquiry used by Lombardi et al. (2010) were taken 

as reference, as was the coding those authors developed. Finally, findings were tested 

matching theoretical propositions (or not) and, for SD analysis, a mapping tool (Hopwood 

et al., 2005) was the key to identify clusters and patterns by SD notions within the weak-

strong continuum. 
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Chapter 5 – The case of the Riverside Project 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the results of the case study of the Riverside 

Project. This implies going through a brief review of the urban policy context and the 

underlying notions of sustainability that shaped action in each of the study periods. With 

the help of many interviewees and documental sources (such as policy documents or 

strategic plans), the chapter then pursues with the assessment of the Organising Capacity 

(OC) and Sustainable Development (SD) of the Riverfront Project. As a tool to identify key 

aspects of urban planning for sustainability, Organising Capacity counts on a “prescription” 

of elements (vision, political support, leadership, strategic networks, societal support and 

communication) and evaluates their contribution to the success of the project (strong, weak 

or neutral), answering the first research question and testing hypothesis 1.1. and 1.2.. As to 

sustainability notions, the purpose is to place them in the weak-strong sustainability 

continuum presented earlier, providing answers to the second and third research questions 

and the opportunity to test hypothesis 2.1 and 3.1.. The conclusion of this chapter focuses 

on the empirical association that may be drawn between sustainability notions and 

Organising Capacity at each period and as the project evolves. The analysis of this 

relationship will contribute to better understand which Organising Capacity elements are 

critical in urban planning for a response to stronger sustainability objectives and if after all, 

Organising Capacity is an adequate tool to deal with stronger sustainability notions, 

answering the fourth research question. These would be the answers to research question 4 

and hypothesis testing 4.1. and 4.2.. 

1. Medium-size cities Portuguese policy, the POLIS programme and POLIS XXI 

policy: what about sustainability? 

In the 1990s, urban policy depended on a Central Administration focused on Lisbon (and 

also Porto), lacking policy directions, and with frail local institutions. (Domingues, 2006) 

One of the hallmarks of that decade in urban policy was the PROSIURB Programme in 

1994-1999, when objective attention was given to medium-size cities through one of its 

Lines. This Programme defined and listed 40 Portuguese medium-size cities according to a 
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criteria: medium-size are those cities located outside Lisbon and Oporto metropolitan areas 

i) that are effective alternatives to those agglomerations, ii) that are able to catalyse 

development in surrounding areas, iii) that structure their sub-regional space 

(interaction/complementarity) and iv) that are able to play a significant role in international 

cooperation and interchange networks. (Matos et al., 2005 citing Carvalho, 2003) 

Aspiring to use this PROSIURB Programme as a fundamental policy instrument, 

articulating investment from public and private entities, central and local administrations, 

from regional programmes (EU-funding from the Community Support Framework II for 

1994-1999 (CSF II)) and sectoral programmes and in partnerships with other entities, 

financing to help the preparation of Master Plans and Strategic Plans would be directed to 

cities with a strategic role in the consolidation of the national urban system (medium-size 

cities, in general, and Coimbra, among others), providing them with facilities supportive of 

their economic and social dynamism and promoting a better quality of life. (MAOT, 2000, 

Domingues, 2006) Nevertheless, this imposed an exercise of fully rethinking the cities and 

the preparation of a strategy which would be designed and approved in “City Bureaus” 

(composed of local players and institutions). (Domingues, 2006) (Carvalho, 2003) 

Even so, the “boom” of strategic plans that took place from 1994 to 1999 revealed that 

private investment in this process was residual, illustrating the difficulties in involving 

private entities at the time. In addition, the interruption of the Programme and the limited 

available funding (DGOTDU, 1997) left a bitter-sweet effect on planning system: on one 

hand, the planning dynamic that had been created was shaken; on the other hand, the 

experience and the strategic plans prepared were fundamental for subsequent interventions. 

(Domingues, 2006) 

It is also during this period that the first important expression of environmental (and 

afterwards, sustainability) concerns become visible in Portuguese (National) policy 

documents: specific actions for the improvement of environmental quality were introduced 

by the second Regional Development Plan (MAOT, 2000); the appearance of a National 

Plan for Environmental Policy in 1995 stressed the need of public environmental policy 
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(MAOT, 2000); the introduction of the sustainable development at constitutional level and 

the creation of the National Environment and Sustainable Development Council (CNADS) 

in 1997, were the most emblematic institutional measures in environmental policy 

(Queirós, 2002); the creation of the Economic and Social Development National Plan in 

1998, whose action guidelines were later embodied by the Polis Programme (2000-2006) 

and incorporated in the third Regional Development Plan (CSF III, 2000-2006)
5
. (MAOT 

and CMC, 2001) (MAOT, 2000). 

As the first steps towards the scaling-down of sustainable development were taking place in 

Portugal, Marques and Cabral (1996) studied how sustainable development principles were 

considered in 26 strategic plans prepared under the PROSIURB, corresponding to 37 of the 

40 medium-size cities who participated in the Programme. Among other findings, the study 

reveals that the economic dimension of sustainability was given emphasis on the strategies, 

to the detriment of the environmental and the social dimensions. Also, the authors argue 

that societal participation was lightly considered in the strategies adding that, at that time, 

participation in Portugal was mostly a posteriori, not really hearing populations. Finally, it 

is argued that the strategy design and priority definition did not, however, define the means 

to ensure strategy implementation and monitoring. (Marques and Cabral, 1996) 

The POLIS programme “in its own terms” 

These national initiatives were actually behind the Polis intervention, having worked as 

both a great motivation to move from discussion to action in policy and land planning and 

as the root of the Programme‟s main guidelines. (DGOTDU, 1997) (MAOT, 2000) 

Moreover, although the legacy of past profound economical and social changes was seen as 

                                                      

 

5
 For instance, Central Government support and initiative to partnership with local agents and authorities as in 

a joint task force towards the improvement of urban quality, urban competitiveness and of the role of 

medium-size cities in overall land planning and in the quality of life of its residents. (MAOT and CMC, 2001) 
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a new set of problems compromising the sustainability of the cities in Portugal
6
, these were 

also seen as an opportunity to rethink urban system and give medium-size cities the 

possibility to “become real anchors for the regional development”.(MAOTDR, 2007c)  

In this scenario, the Polis Program was born from the political willingness at Government 

Level (MAOTDR, 2007b), that worked as the „puller‟ of the initiative, creating a flagship 

“Urban Requalification and City Environmental Enhancement Programme”, to be 

supported by the Regional Development Plan (CSF III). 

Indeed, the Programme launched across the country aspired to be “a hallmark to shape a 

new way of Living the Cities” (MAOTDR, 2007c), having two major goals: i) to design 

competitive and distinctive growth strategies, for which the quality of urban environment 

was decisive, while observing sustainability, complementarity, solidarity and 

competitiveness principles (MAOTDR, 2007c); ii) to include a corrective and educational 

perspective in urban planning, avoiding the repetition of past mistakes. (MAOT, 2000) 

Overall, the various sources of funding from different levels of government (from 

municipal and Portuguese Central Administration, together with private investors and, 

especially, EU-sourced funding under various Operational Programmes) would therefore be 

directed to mobilise initiatives willing to improve urban quality and urban environmental 

value, along with the consolidation of the Portuguese urban system. (MAOT, 2000, 

MAOTDR, 2007c) 

Different purposes set different Components in the Programme, the most relevant one 

gathering a group of 10 to 15 cities dedicated to Urban Requalification and Environmental 

Enhancement Integrated Operations. These cities were expected to represent a new 

paradigm of public space quality, regulation, financing and management, based on the 

                                                      

 

6
 Metropolitan areas uncontrolled expansion, degradation of urban historical centres, inner-city green area 

degradation, abandonment of riverfront areas, densification of urban areas, uncontrolled and unplanned 

development/construction, the boom of private transportation and increasingly demanding citizens as regards 

to their life standards. (MAOTDR, 2007c) 
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public-private partnership model of the EXPO‟98 (Lisbon World Expo) and counted on 

experience and know-how of ParqueEXPO, S.A. (the company in charge of EXPO‟98 and, 

in the scope of the Polis programme, acting in representation of the Portuguese State in 

each local Management Company, described below).  It cumulated know-how and 

competences would ensure the high coordination and managerial skills required to deal 

with the operations. (MAOT, 2000) 

Among other (legal) specificities, adaptations for a successful Polis Programme 

encompassed: 

i) The creation of a Mixed Commission to respond to the need to join technical and 

territorial knowledge on multiple domains in working teams of urban planners, 

architects, landscape architects, engineers, and technicians to deal holistically with the 

multidimensional challenge proposed composed of members of Town Halls and 

ParqueEXPO, S.A. (MAOTDR, 2007c); 

ii) The creation of fully public held (but legally independent from the Portuguese State) 

Management Companies, the materialization of partnerships agreed between Town 

Halls  (40%) and the Portuguese State (60%), in the greatest interventions, represented 

by ParqueEXPO, S.A. (MAOTDR, 2007c, MAOT, 2000); 

iii) The creation of the Polis Programme Coordinating Bureau to ensure a sound 

articulation of various financing sources, to promote and monitor the achievements and 

quality of the implementation of the Programme and responsible for dissemination and 

evaluation activities (MAOTDR, 2007c); and 

iv) The creation of the Local Monitoring Committee as the expression of the “commitment 

to involve local interests” (MAOTDR, 2007c); its main objective was to produce 

reports on planning instruments and to mediate the contact between the Mixed 

Commission and citizens (MAOT and CMC, 2001). 

The Polis Programme was designed to be innovative also in its communication strategy. 

With a view to 1) raising awareness and briefing residents about the intervention, to 2) 

reinforcing each city‟s identity and to 3) promoting interest in urban environmental 
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protection values (MAOTDR, 2007c), local Communication Plans were designed 

envisaging two types of actions: a) Environmental Impact Minimizing Measures (related to 

ongoing construction works: an information bureau, brochures and publications, urban 

decorations, etc.) and b) Environmental Awareness and Information actions (in schools, 

through the Popis mascot, environmental monitoring, Polis walk-around(s), photo and 

video shooting or a countdown watch). (MAOT, 2000) 

―It would be wrong to think that this is just a loose set of projects or only a means to aid some 

municipalities to give a fresh look to their buildings. In fact, it has become the largest 

nationwide project, and even at European scale, to modernize a whole National Urban System, 

respecting and valuing the unique identity of each locality and appealing to the civic 

participation of their citizens‖(MAOTDR, 2007c) 

Worth mentioning is that the Polis Programme was an explicitly pro-sustainability tool that 

does affirm its guiding sustainability principles, considering acting in the present on behalf 

of the present and the future (MAOTDR, 2007c) and willing to harmonise urbanism with 

conservation of nature (MAOTDR, 2007d). 

Most importantly, the Programme developed a structured set of actions to follow those 

principles. Despite the absence of legal requirements for the Polis Strategic Plans of each 

city to perform Environment Impact Assessment, the management companies embarked on 

a broader environmental study which promoted sustainability and monitored the 

environmental impact of the activities developed during the implementation, through 

various instruments: firstly, an Environmental Monitoring Plan set before, during and after 

the interventions, which included population surveys about their awareness of the 

intervention and its impacts; secondly, an Environmental Management Plan, a legal 

agreement defining environmental procedures and responsibilities of all players (developers 

and others beyond those legally enforced), ensuring minimal negative impacts on 

population and maximum environmental protection); finally, an Environmental Monitoring 

and Information Centre, which manages all environmental data from monitoring (regarding 

air quality, noise and water quality) and promotes environmental (local and global) 
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awareness, provides information and stimulates learning and participation by citizens. 

(MAOTDR, 2007e; http://polis.sitebysite.pt/coimbra, MAOTDR, 2007c) 

The POLIS XXI policy 

In terms of sustainable development policy, it is interesting to understand if this 

environmental focus of the Polis Programme has been kept in the subsequent urban policy. 

Governmental political commitments made in 2005 that attention was again to be given to 

urban policy with the upcoming National Strategic Reference Framework (NSRF), under 

the new 2007-2013 EU programming period. (MAOTDR, 2007a) The policy designed 

accordingly, POLIS XXI, captures the old medium-size cities ideas of urban networking 

and contribution to a host region
7
. Moreover, it stresses the need to approach physical 

interventions both in social, economic and environmental dimensions and counts on 

innovative forms of governance that stimulate participation, interaction and inter- and intra-

urban cooperation to do so. 

POLIS XXI policy guidelines for action at regional and urban level are inspired in the 

National Sustainable Development Strategy (ENDS), in the National Action Plan for 

Growth and Employment (PNACE) and, most importantly, in the National Plan for Spatial 

Planning Policy (PNPOT). The latter sees the urban system as the privileged intervention 

scale to contribute to the assertion of Portugal as a country of a high economic, social and 

environmental level. (MAOTDR, 2007a) 

Among other general strategic objectives (summarised in Figure 5 below), POLIS XXI 

aims at promoting resource use, urban design, construction, mobility and landscape 

sustainability and access to housing, equipment and services, as well as to various types of 

                                                      

 

7
 It should be noted, though, that POLIS XXI is not specific or directed to medium-size cities, however highly 

suitable to meet their nowadays challenges. 
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amenities, as steps towards territories with quality of life and environmental quality. 

Furthermore, its operational objectives associate sustainability to the environment and to 

efficiency principles: (1) to re-use existing infra-structures and equipment is desirable, to 

the detriment of new constructions; (2) to explore the opportunities given by technology 

and by new forms of community empowerment; and (3) to develop new forms of public-

private partnerships. In addition, POLIS XXI defines one policy instrument strictly 

dedicated to the promotion of innovative responses to urban problems and to a new urban 

demand: related to climate change; eco-innovation in building development and housing; 

efficient energy management; air quality management and waste treatment; and recycling. 

(MAOTDR, 2007a) 

Indeed, the idea of urban development in this policy seems is fairly integrated (considers 

economy, society and the environment in a balanced fashion): it ties environmental quality 

to urban competitiveness and social cohesion to enhancing cultural capital and to finding 

uses to abandoned land and new uses to obsolete land. (MAOTDR, 2007a)  
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Figure 5. POLIS XXI Urban Policy 

 

Source: (MAOTDR, 2007a) (own translation) 

Even though the policy is set up at Central Government level (policy instruments, 

guidelines and funding criteria to be met), the implementation occurs with the combination 

of regional state-representative entities with a decentralised approach where local 

authorities, companies, non-governmental organisations and associations are key players. 

Those who wish to participate are to take initiative applying for funding for their specific 

projects, evaluated according to coherence, innovation, added-value and partnership quality 

criteria. (MAOTDR, 2007a) 

This overview of the urban policy, embraced by medium-size cities in Portugal in the last 

15 years, represents the policy context in which Coimbra‟s Riverside Project acts and has 

been acting. The next step is to identify relevant periods of analysis that frame this context 

and the Organising Capacity and sustainability notions of the project. 
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2. Coimbra and the Riverside Project in three Rounds 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the adopted approach follows the instructions of the Rounds 

Model by Teisman (2000), according to which each project round begins and ends each 

time the combination of problem and respective solution or the intervening actors change. 

That necessarily brings us on the Riverside project‟s specificities throughout time. As the 

general objectives for the geographical study area remained relatively stable over time (see 

below, in the assessment of Organising Capacity), the rounds will be defined mainly on the 

basis of the networking players towards joint solutions. 

The first task was to identify the boundaries defining the Polis Programme intervention in 

Coimbra. These would define our Round 2 and serve as basis to define the end of Round 1 

and the beginning of Round 3. 

The discussion with two highly involved interviewees (from CMC and from 

CoimbraPolis), as well as according to administrative and legal documentation related to 

the Riverside Project during the Polis initiative (e.g. minutes of municipal meetings, legal 

agreements, municipal internal communications), the incorporation and dissolution of 

CoimbraPolis – Management Company of the Programme in Coimbra – were pointed out 

as the boundaries for Round 2, that is, March 2001 and December 2007.  

Regarding the beginning of Round 1, the previous EU-funding framework (CSF II, initiated 

in 1994) was deemed the relevant basis for Organising Capacity and sustainable 

development assessment, for it corresponded to the first era of sustainable development 

policy in Portugal, for instance, with the creation of the National Environment and 

Sustainable Development Council (CNADS) in 1997. As to Round 3, as the project is 

currently ongoing, this Round length goes from 2008 to nowadays. This cut-off fits almost 

perfectly with the beginning of a new EU-funding framework, defined for the period from 

2007 to 2013. 

All in all, as far as Rounds are concerned, the analysis of the project suggests three 

sequential periods in between 1994 and today: Round 1 from 1994 to 2000 (“Before 
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Polis”), Round 2 from 2001 to 2007 (“Polis”) and Round 3 from 2008 until present (“After 

Polis”). Figure 6 illustrates the most relevant events related to sustainable development 

identified during the international literature review and the urban policy review just 

performed.  

 

 

The next step is to focus on Organising Capacity for each an all rounds identified. During 

that task, we will come up with additional details about the Riverside Project and the 

planning experience at local level. 

3. Assessing Organising Capacity 

This section will summarise the results obtained during the Organising Capacity assessment 

(overall and for each of its elements) performed for each Round. Briefly, the whole process 

starts with the recognition of certain spatial-economic conditions that ignite the OC, as 

done earlier this Chapter. We will now clarify if at each period the project is part of a 

broader vision/mission that counts on a diversity of players to interact with a view to 

Figure 6. Timeline of Sustainable Development-related events at various scales 
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finding solutions contributing to sustainable development. Part of that process includes 

communication strategies in order to gain societal and political support. 

By doing so, we provide evidence to answer the first research question and to test 

hypothesis 1.1 and 1.2. that state that all OC elements contribute positively to the success 

of the project and that, overall, OC improves over time embodying a learning process. 

Round 1 – 1994 – 2000: Before Polis 

Player interaction (by owners and promoters) and communication were clear concerns for 

the CMC (Coimbra‟s Town Council) in the beginning of the 1990s. By 1993, those were 

translated into a new vision of urban management and into new principles
8
 for land use and 

land occupation intending to deal with a number of problems affecting urban quality of life 

(e.g. environment-, transportation- and landscape-related problems, lack of leisure areas, 

slow down of social interaction). Taking this into account, CMC restructured municipal 

services by organising urban planning into 2 departments, one dealing with routine urban 

management issues, the other dedicated to municipal initiatives and player coordination. 

(CMC, 1993) 

An opportunity for development appeared for Coimbra in 1994 with the PROSIURB 

Programme. The CMC leadership was crucial to take hold of it and to launch the process of 

a Strategic Plan, as imposed by the Programme in return for funding. The planners‟ team 

recognises this role of CMC in the process during the preliminary studies for the Strategic 

Plan:  

―We must remember that the PROSIURB, essentially oriented towards the balance of the 

national urban system, is vital for Coimbra and the Centre Region.(…) These preliminary 

studies can be the basis for the mobilization of the players around the preparation of a shared 

                                                      

 

8
 1. Land is approached holistically prior to construction; 2. as much as possible, all property owners have 

equitable treatment; 3. Developers are responsible for supporting infra-structure needs around areas where 

they build; 4. Public services are in charge of public space, while private entities deal with inner-building 

areas. (CMC, 1993) (own translation) 
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project for the future of Coimbra. (...) The Strategic Plan in itself can be the basic ground for a 

mobilization process which should be steered by CMC, the entity responsible for the initiative 

and for the supervision of the process that led to the present document.‖ (Soares et al., 1995)  

Overall, the broadest objective under the Strategic Plan is to affirm Coimbra as a high 

urban quality city, a knowledge and culture disseminating centre and an alternative (to 

Lisbon and Oporto metropolitan areas) development pole. This meant building a 

consensual project for Coimbra, externally visible, reliant on structures able to coordinate 

efforts and to mobilize endogenous resources. In particular for the area under study, 

attention is mostly put on the future land use in both urban margins for, with the 

stabilization of the Mondego margins in Coimbra, the city benefited from exceptional 

public space, could renew its university/health-anchored image and explore the increased 

closeness between citizens and the River. Soares et al. (1995) argues that taking the river‟s 

potential (integrating the River in the new urban structure of the City) could make the 

difference for Coimbra in the national and international network of medium-size cities. The 

vision of the project and its insertion in a broader strategy were the final positive aspects. 

The research findings suggest that organisational weaknesses manifested during the 

planning process and were critical for the final outcome. The Strategic Plan that had been in 

pipeline since 1995 was discussed between the planners and CMC and a many other 

players and was finally issued by 1999. However, it was not publicly announced as a new 

official strategy or discussed with other players and citizens. The plan “was kept at 

institutional level”, as one interviewee mentioned: 

―CMC promoted a few meetings in the Astória Hotel that looked into gathering relevant entities 

for the process, from different sized and areas (CMC, Municipal Parliament, cultural 

associations, University Hospital board of directors representative, show owners, etc.), willing 

to afterwards extend the procedure to the general public. Unlike Aveiro, for instance, this did 

not happen, and the plan was kept at institutional level. All in all, the strategic planning 

methodology was only partially adopted.‖ Interviewee 2 

Curiously, the CMC and the Strategic Plan prepared during Round 3 (“After Polis”) bluntly 

recognises two lessons to be learnt from this Round 1 process, unveiling at the same time 

(at least some of) the decisive matters about the failure of the Round 1 Strategic Plan.  
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The first, the need for an increased political commitment during the process of strategic 

planning (Deloitte and Cunha, 2007): in fact, this situation was pointed out during 

interviews as one critical failure of the process, along with difficulties in accepting 

innovative solutions for the city, such as, “Coimbra, a city for shopping”: 

―Instead of showing their disagreement about the motto ―Coimbra, a city for shopping‖, our 

interaction was postponed until 6 or 7 months after the presentation of the Plan to CMC, when 

they argued the slogan demoted Coimbra. That slogan was at the time being used in Lisbon and 

was being successful.‖; ―These ideas shock politicians.‖ Interviewee 2 

The second, the importance of active participation and dialogue with civil society, as well 

as with the main social and economic municipal players as part of the strategic planning 

process (Deloitte and Cunha, 2007). Also, this limitation had already been referred in the 

preliminary studies for the Strategic in 1995, at the time, however, emphasising the role of 

leadership: “Difficulty of local leaderships to encourage initiatives that mobilise and 

congregate efforts and diversified resources.” (Soares et al., 1995) Strong corroboration 

was found for this matter during interviews:  

―It seems to me that Coimbra launched one of the first strategic plans for the purpose of 

PROSIURB. (...) And CMC as the leader? The greatest flaw of the process.‖ Interviewee 2 

Round 2 – 2001 - 2007: Polis 

With a smaller scope in relation to the previous Round Strategic Plan and materializing 

proposals considered in the 1994 Master Plan, the Polis intervention in Coimbra evolved 

around the main goal of “revitalizing the city centre, centring the city in the River” 

(CoimbraPolis, 1999), focusing mainly on Mondego River and Coimbra‟s historical centre. 

The overall objectives were stable over the process, but difficulties related to financing 

hampered the process so strongly that part of the objectives had to be postponed. 

The participation in (or at least preparation for) the PROSIURB Programme and the 

approval of the municipal Master Plan in 1994 were important for Coimbra to be chosen by 

the Government to readily enter the Polis Programme in its first initiatives. (MAOT, 2000) 

That Plan defined guidelines which were later incorporated in the specific objectives of the 

Polis Programme for Coimbra. (CoimbraPolis, 1999) 
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With regard to leadership and political support, Coimbra‟s project progress was highly 

affected by political instabilities at various levels.  

Firstly, due to “overbooking” of CSF II funds
9
, a general and urgent physical and financial 

restructuring took place in April 2003 to respond the need to cut 25% of the financing 

available initially. (MCOTA, 2003, ParqueEXPO, 2003) All scenarios drawn imposed a 

delay of 6 months for the project and the scenario chosen accepted a financial deficit for the 

project but the maintenance of the most relevant objectives of the Programme. In this 

process, some investments as in the cable car were postponed.  

Secondly, the exit of Prime-Minister Durão Barroso in 2004 initiated a succession of 

political leaders (http://www.portugal.gov.pt), in the meantime, forced to delay decisions 

related to commitments assumed under the Programme (for instance, the periodic transfers 

into the Management Companies from the Central Administration, part of the financing 

sources).  

However, leadership rose above the threat of halting the project due to these political 

instabilities (noted by three interviewees), contributing positively to the project OC and 

ensuring continuity, as suggested by two interviewees: 

―The succession of national leaders created instabilities that questioned the continuity of the 

Programme‖ Interviewee 14  

―This instability created important delays in the process progress, generating many hesitations 

and question marks. At the time, many municipalities were involved and were not interesting in 

abandoning their projects. Also at the time, the Minister of the Environment, also a municipal 

representative, wanted to keep the programme running.‖ Interviewee 20 

Also at local level, the changes experienced in the Board of CoimbraPolis, the Management 

Company, happened to increase the delay the project was already facing, for new 

                                                      

 

9
 The Programme was launched counting of CSF II funds that were already committed to other purposes. 

(MCOTA, 2003) 

http://www.portugal.gov.pt/
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administrative procedures imposed. These added to initial Mondego floods of 2001, an 

unforeseen event that required planners to fully rethink the intervention in the riversides. 

(ParqueEXPO, 2003) On the other hand, no other major changes occurred in the process, 

despite Town Hall President change in 2001 (see http://eleicoes.cne.pt/). Therefore, local 

political support seems to have contributed positively for the OC: as two interviewees 

mention, no major operational changes occurred in the project with a change in political 

party leadership, suggesting Coimbra‟s development interests were put first. 

―Despite not fully agreeing with the project, namely with the area of intervention, CMC’s 

President decided to keep the project running. Moreover, during the restructuring phase, he 

supported the project without creating additional difficulties, quite the contrary, he promoted 

the decisions about what to leave behind, for instance, the cable car. ‖ Interviewee 20 

Difficulties were noted in adapting the EXPO‟98 model to these interventions (in general 

and for Coimbra in particular): unlike the EXPO‟98 experience, some entities were not 

usually dealt with, for instance the Architectural and Archaeological Heritage Management 

Institute, pointed out by some interviewees as a blocking entity for Coimbra‟s project 

development. Interviewee 12 and 13 

A communication strategy specifically tailored to reach Coimbra‟s project target groups 

(general population, highly impacted residents and shop owners of the area, as well as 

schools and university students) (CoimbraPolis, 1999) Findings contradict societal support 

underestimation noted in the literature, as the Communication Plan was broadly defined 

beforehand. One of the first interactions between the Mixed Commission and the general 

public was the presentation of the Polis Strategic Plan right at the start of the Programme, 

in February 2001. (ParqueEXPO, 2003) Later in November the same year, the Local 

Monitoring Committee started working on stimulating support from entities directly and 

indirectly involved. (CMC, 2001, MAOT and CMC, 2001) 

All in all, conditions for debate and discussion were created in case the intervention turned 

out to be controversial. However, the usual pointing down to low general public 

participation of citizens (noted by many interviewees: Interviewee 4, 14, 16, among others), 

proved to be not true in is this intervention. In its broad objectives, was not controversial, as 

http://eleicoes.cne.pt/
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illustrated by high acceptance rates in a 2002 survey performed by CoimbraPolis
10

 and 

confirmed by the ParqueEXPO communication manager and Polis Programme 

Coordinating Bureau, which did not receive feedback from field teams related to major 

disagreements and obstacles created to the progress of the project: 

 ―We have received no complaints about the project in Coimbra, it was quite a pacific 

process‖; The project was not controversial, everybody was wishing it and therefore it wasn´t 

expected to cause   conflict.‖  Interviewee 2 

―People regularly attended the meetings where highly interested in obtaining information 

about the project, especially when the constructions were finally happening.  They put very high 

pressure on us to answer them and they were relieved when they were told about the 

development of the project. ‖ Interviewee 18 

 

Round 3 – 2008 until nowadays: After Polis 

As shown earlier, Round 3 starts with a change in the organizational structure that deals 

with the ongoing interventions in the study area. All unfinished activities by CoimbraPolis, 

S.A. were, as to January 1
st
, 2008, transferred to CMC to be developed within its normal 

activity. (MAOT and CMC, 2001)  

Interviews to the Polis Mixed Commission described the exit by ParqueEXPO of the local 

projects as a significant difficulty because it did not occur gradually and no guidance and 

consulting to CMC took place to help deal with projects on its own. This was pointed out as 

an unforeseen difficulty in the learning process and a critical appraisal to the Polis model. 

In the meantime, pending constructions and projecting were incorporated in the new 

Strategic Plan, its initiative belonging to the CMC (2004) and including, for instance, the S. 

Francisco Convent transformation into a Congress Hall or the completion of Mondego‟s 

                                                      

 

10
 About 83% of the interviewees knew about the project and about 95% of those actually agreed with the 

project objectives. (http://polis.sitebysite.pt/coimbra) 

http://polis.sitebysite.pt/coimbra
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Green Park. Even so, the leadership role of CMC in the definition of Coimbra‟s strategy 

has been deemed critical for the development of Coimbra by many interviewees, as well as 

by the main opposing political party. The latter also believed the initiative was late (CMC, 

2010). In relation to the overall development of Coimbra and the planning activities 

undertaken for that purpose, a municipal representative argues that “Coimbra has been 

developing without plans”, for most strategic plans are never approved (that was the case of 

the Round 1 and Round 2 strategic plans). 

―Coimbra is the example of a city where plans are prepared but not approved. Interviewee 10; 

―That does not mean we do not study the city!‖ Interviewee 16; Flexibility can be good if used 

to adapt to the changes in territories, in society, etc., but bad if used to favour private 

interests.‖ Interviewee 15; With flexibility in strategic plans there is a risk of loss of track, of 

urban dispersion, of no specialization. The approval of a plan entails a trade-off between 

flexibility and security.‖ Interviewee 10 

But significant efforts are currently being done to change the situation. An excellent 

example is the approval of the Strategic Plan of Round 3 in February 2011.  

In this new Strategic Plan, the Riverside Project is the flagship project, therefore designed 

to have positive motivational and promotional effects for the city counting, for its 

implementation, on the new Urban Policy instruments of POLIS XXI seen above. (Deloitte 

and Cunha, 2009b, Rebelo, 2007)  

The project is incorporated in a broader vision (“Coimbra 2018, the assertion of its 

centrality”) and mission for Coimbra and broken down into a set of strategic objectives 

such as (1) the revitalization of Coimbra as a distinctive tourism destination or (2) the 

promotion of new uses for urban empty spaces and of a focus on the River as part of the 

city centre. (Deloitte and Cunha, 2009a) In most cases, the interviewees have shown to be 

largely sympathetic to this vision, the exception noted for matters related to Mondego‟s left 

margin as truly included on the vision and strategy of the city. 

“There is no such historical street as this one [Rua António Augusto Gonçalves, on the left 

margin], why can‟t CMC keep it clean?” Interviewee 3 
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“Coimbra does not recognise its whole heritage; (...) we are talking about two cities that should 

be seen holistically”; “When Coimbra applies for the UNESCO World Heritage, it only 

considers the heritage of the right margin [related to the University].” Interviewee 12 

In order to ensure a broad support even before the implementation of the Strategic Plan, 

broad participation was firstly stimulated by mid-2007, when relevant themes (Technology 

and Knowledge; Health; Tourism and Heritage; Income and Quality of Life) were 

discussed in four Debate Forums, actively participated by a multitude of public, private, 

individual or group players with direct and indirect influence on the development of 

Coimbra
11

 (MAOTDR, 2007c; www.cm-coimbra.pt), as recognised an interviewee who 

took part: 

―CMC worked out as the link between urban players and Deloitte [one of the companies in 

charge of the preparation of the Strategic Plan], who presented the themes and answered to 

questions. Discussants in round tables were mostly not from CMC, rather from the University 

of Coimbra, entrepreneurs and others.‖ Interviewee 15 

Nevertheless, during field interviews, no consensus was found as to the nature (positive or 

negative) of the relations between urban players and CMC, though the majority suggested 

institutional relations could be improved. Some claimed urban players are consulted by 

CMC at late stages of interventions, when no significant changes can be introduced. Others 

mentioned that, in general, entities are more competitive than cooperative. 

Still with a view to collaboration between relevant actors during the preparation and the 

implementation of the Strategic Plan, CMC defined a Follow-up Group and a Steering 

Committee, respectively. Composed of technical and political members, the Follow-up 

Group prearranged various meetings between all municipal services and between other 

relevant urban players (e.g. University of Coimbra, Urban Regeneration entity, regional 

coordinating entity) during the preparation of the Plan (Deloitte and Cunha, 2007; 

                                                      

 

11
 Municipal deputies, representatives of the University of Coimbra and of other higher education institutions, 

religious representatives, commercial and industrial associations, tourism-, hotels- and horeca-related entities, 

environmental ONGs, City Council representatives, many Professors of the University of Coimbra, shop 

owners of the surrounding area (CMC, 2001) 
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www.cm-coimbra.pt). Their contributions were incorporated in the final version of the Plan 

as part of the standard interactive procedure between CMC and the planning consortium in 

charge. To deal with the implementation of the Plan, CMC anticipated the need for a, 

separating guidance (or leadership, by CMC) from. Within the Steering Committee, 

management roles are to be played by operational work groups desirably composed of 

people/organisations from outside the CMC, whose major input are their competencies and 

experience on specific areas as well as their assorted knowledge domains. (Deloitte and 

Cunha, 2009b) Overall, it is expected to coordinate the various parts of the strategy, 

oversee all the interventions and unblock sectoral positions, as well as to ensure completion 

by 2018. (Deloitte and Cunha, 2009b) Despite the approval of the Strategic Plan in January 

2011, this Committee is not yet in practice for invitations to specialists are in progress. 

As to communication and the incentive to societal participation, all efforts shown to be 

unclear. In September 2009, after the public presentation of the Strategic Plan, CMC opens 

a discussion period of 60 days, announced in the CMC‟s website and in the official 

Portuguese Journal (“Diário da República”) and local newspapers, a procedure that 

emphasises the importance the CMC attributed to the citizen participation and to 

committing the partners involved, despite not legally required. In addition, the Strategic 

Plan was sent to all entities that had participated in the Debate Forums, as well as to all 

entities with municipal responsibilities, asking for their participation. Perseverance in 

societal stimulus, one of the lessons from Round 1 (Deloitte and Cunha, 2007), resulted, 

nevertheless, in no contributions from the public. (www.cm-coimbra.pt)  

Summary: Three Rounds of Organising Capacity 

As to Round 1, the CMC positively influenced the project‟s OC by defining action 

principles counting on player mobilisation and recognising the need of a dynamic urban 

management, reasons why municipal services were restructured. These ideas were later 

stressed when PROSIURB funding opportunity (1994), politically seized by CMC and 

materialized in the development of the new Strategic Plan for Coimbra, defining a clear 

vision for the geographical area under study. However, lack of political decision 

http://www.cm-coimbra.pt/
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(leadership) during the process was critical to the failure: in 1999, the Strategic Plan 

produced was not brought to public as the official strategy for Coimbra and was not 

publicly discussed. In addition, the community did not have the opportunity to discuss 

about the ongoing process for it “remained at institutional level”. In this context, no 

communication strategies were put in practice to promote societal participation, despite 

anticipated in the planning methodology. All in all, prompt leadership turned into a long-

lasting planning process with no outcome other that the experience cumulated by the 

planner (a private company from outside Coimbra) and by CMC in conducting such 

processes. Curiously in this scenario, the vision of the project is strong. 

These events served as lessons for Round 2 efforts put on political support, leadership and 

communication with a view to societal support. The experience and vision for Coimbra 

developed in the scope of the PROSIRUB (1994) and the Master Plan (1994) were critical 

for Coimbra to join the Polis Programme as soon as possible. During the Programme, 

political instability at Central Government and at local levels were overcome by clear 

leadership at both levels, obvious improvements in relation to Round 1, and the interaction 

of the Mixed Commission was deemed very successful and a great learning experience. 

Contact between CMC and ParqueEXPO within this network, as well as with the 

coordinating entity at central administration level, were regular and interests were lined up. 

As to societal support, no major societal blockages were known, even when various 

opportunities for the public to interact with the Polis Mixed Commission were put into 

practice with the Communication Plan and with the constitution of the Local Monitoring 

Commission. 

OC in Round 3 appears to be less robust for public participation has been inexistent and, as 

noted in field interviews, there are relational difficulties between CMC and urban players. 

Despite these somehow disappointing outcomes, collaboration between players and societal 

support were highly stimulated in Debate Forums, a deliberate public discussion period and 

the establishment of a Follow-up Group. Moreover, CMC‟s initiative to put a new Strategic 

Plan into place was, at least, not a problem for citizens as well as for many urban players, 

who seem to welcome and largely support it, despite critiques on the timing of the 
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initiative. For these reasons, some of Round 3 OC elements are weaker than in the previous 

Round, contributing to a weaker overall Organising Capacity. 

The results of the Organising Capacity assessment in all rounds are summarized in Table 6 

below. 

Table 6. Summary of Organising Capacity assessments per round 

Organising Capacity Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 

Vision S S S 

Political Support W W N 

Leadership W S S 

Strategic Networks N S S 

Societal Support N S N 

Communication N S N 

Overall W SSSS SSS 

 
Legend: Contribute to the project success: 

 S  = Strong 

 W = Weak  

 N  = Neutral 

All things considered, Organising Capacity evolved irregularly over the three rounds.  

As suggested by previous findings, not all elements contribute positively to the project‟s 

success; some of them hamper it or have no overall influence, while the inclusion of the 

project in a broader and clear vision is the sole element to have a positive contribution over 

the years.  

Moreover, political support may not be critical for the project success if there is strong 

leadership. In particular for Round 2, despite strong networking, communication and 

societal support, the doubts associated with the continuity of the Polis Programme would 

have led to its end if political instability at national and local levels had not been overcome 

by strong leaders at both levels. For Round 3, CMC‟s initiative was essential to launch of 

the Strategic Plan. Otherwise, OC for Round 3 would have not led to anything more than a 

vision, mission and strategies. 
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The overall trend in the elements of Organising Capacity is towards an improvement, in the 

cases of political support, leadership and societal support a prepared improvement 

suggested by a past failure (in Round 1). But an exception must be noted and investigated: 

communication and societal support have worsened their contribution from Round 2 to 

Round 3.  

Overall, the evidence sustains that not all elements of the Organising Capacity contribute, 

at all times, to the project success (hypothesis 1.1 not validated). Nevertheless, the trend in 

those elements is, in general, towards an improvement (hypothesis 1.2 overall validated, the 

exception will be dealt with below). In addition, regardless of the sustainability notion, 

leadership has turned out to be critical for the success of the project in all rounds. 

4. Assessing Sustainability notions 

This section will summarise the results obtained during the Sustainability assessment 

performed for each period. The purpose of this assessment is to seize the distribution and 

position of sustainability notions along the weak-strong sustainability continuum and their 

evolution from Round 1 to Round 3. This procedure will provides the answers to research 

questions 2 and 3 testing, respectively, hypothesis 2.1. that the project actors‟ sustainable 

development are considerably clustered in one position of the continuum; and hypothesis 

3.1. that, over time, the project SD notions replicate the international trend and are at least 

as clustered as in the previous period. 

This continuum represents “the degree to which individuals are required to change their 

lifestyle and behaviours in the name of sustainability” (Lombardi et al., 2010) and the 

notions generated along the continuum reveal both the nature of sustainability and the 

nature of the problems it generates (environmental, socio-economic), as well as the possible 

roots and the actions to redress those problems. This explains the importance of aligned 

sustainability notions within a project. As the time passes and the context changes, as the 

players and problems and solutions change, the challenge is to maintain aligned visions. In 

addition, from one round to another, notions are expected to replicate the international 

literature trend verified earlier. 
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The next group of graphics represents the mappings for each and all-round assessment of 

sustainability notions. In the mapping, notions in or closer to the diagonal line reveal that 

both sustainability dimensions are equitably balanced by interviewees or in documents, that 

is, they symbolize integrated approaches to sustainability. Thus, notions located near the 

top left-hand corner as well as in the bottom right-hand corner are either too radical on 

socio-economic issues (social equity and justice, taxes and subsidies or democracy and 

participation) or on environmental issues (energy consumption, recycling, biodiversity, 

etc.) as key features of sustainability. Also worth mentioning is that the continuum holds 

weaker notions close to the origin, and increases in strength along the diagonal line, from 

status quo, to reform and then transformation stages of change towards sustainability. 

(Rees, 1995). 

Figure 7. Sustainability Mapping - All rounds 

 

A first glance at the all-round sustainability mapping reveals that, in general, notions 

privilege the socio-economic dimension over the environmental dimension of 

sustainability. Also, a significant part of notions can be said to be integrated, considering 
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equitably (or almost equitably) both sustainability dimensions. Besides, all rounds show a 

significant distribution of notions along the weak-strong sustainability continuum.  

Before Polis, in particular, most project-related notions are placed in status quo (or close) 

stages, nevertheless suggesting harmony in the perception of SD within the project. On the 

other hand, context notions (namely from international literature) are reformist or 

transformationist notions. 

Halfway between status quo and reform, the most significant document of the period is the 

Strategic Plan (see Soares et al., 1999), scoring 0.25 on environment and 1.25 on socio-

economic. It proposes to generate and evolve consumer demand, for instance, stimulating 

urban regeneration in the historical centre of Coimbra, entailing public space 

requalification, urban services (public illumination, cleaning, telecommunications and cable 

TV) and the expansion of public equipment, recognizing, nevertheless, mounting problems 

(reform) of inequality and poverty. These would be materialized into increasingly empty 

and deprived houses in the city centre, local services shut down and the social problems 

and the emergence of risk groups. 
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Figure 8. Sustainability Mapping - Round 1: Before Polis 

 

Conversely, the Kyoto Protocol (see UNFCCC, 1998) scoring 2 on socio-economic with its 

transformationist “carbon market”, or the Rio Declaration on Environment and 

Development (see UNCED, 1992b), scoring 2 on environment asserting that SD is a matter 

that demands the transformation of human relations with the environment, fully rejecting 

warfare for it is “inherently destructive of SD”. 

As to the Polis Round, notions are significantly spread along the continuum with a small 

cluster between reform and transformation stages, no status quo notions were found. 

However, notions are that stay outside the SD debate, as the case of an architect 

interviewee who scored 0 on environment for essentially considering compliance to 

environmental standards as an obstacle to the profession. Nevertheless, in general for this 

Round, the environmental dimension is given additional attention. This is the case of an 

interviewee at central administration level, scoring 1.25 on environment and 0.75 on socio-

economic, for who SD concerns encompasses minimizing the use of energy resources in 
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construction sites, as well as anticipating equipment depreciation in the sense that it will 

generate more or less economic charges to be dealt with in the future. 

Figure 9. Sustainability Mapping - Round 2: Polis 

 
A reference document for this period at project level is the Report that established the Polis 

Programme (objectives, main principles, financing and application by cities, etc.) (see 

MAOT, 2000). Halfway through reform and transformation, scoring 1.75 on environment 

and 2 on socio-economic, it associates SD to reformist “Green Cities”
12

 and deems critical 

that urban problems are associated to strategy for “reinventing” cities, that is, to redefine 

their role in a new territorial system. (MAOT, 2000) 

                                                      

 

12
 By “Green Cities” we mean those cities where problems of basic environmental facilities have been solved 

(water, sewage, waste), and where there is enough courage to grant the environment an essential role in the 

process of urban requalification, namely through a new territorial reorganization and new forms of mobility, 

qualified public spaces, the acknowledgment of environmental “anchors” as water lines and seas fronts. Green 

cities are also required to become a model of environmental management within a strategy of sustainability 

capable of minimizing the so called “ecological footprint”. (MAOT, 2000) (own translation) 
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Project context notions are heterogeneous in location in the weak-strong continuum: putting 

aside the observation out of the SD debate, in the transformationist stage, the Johannesburg 

Declaration on Sustainable Development (see UN, 2002a) scores 2.25 in both dimensions, 

for instance, associating SD with a mounting crisis in the socio-economic side: 

―The deep fault line that divides human society between the rich and the poor and the ever-

increasing gap between the developed and developing worlds pose a major threat to global 

prosperity, security and stability.‖(UN, 2002a) 

Within the SD debate, one interviewee not directly linked to the project and scoring 2 on 

socio-economic stressed the need to prepare cities for citizens with special mobility needs. 

Scattered notions gain expression in the After Polis Round, with most of them inside the 

SD debate and a few excessively focused on socio-economic issues (or no issues as all) 

falling out the shaded SD debate area. Two other aspects mark this third Round: the return 

of status quo perceptions and a slightly less prominent environmental dimension, although 

an important number of notions is actually close to the diagonal integrated line. An 

example of an integrated and transformationist vision is that of an ONG interviewee who 

scored 2 on environment and 2.5 on socio-economic: “we won‟t make it without 

biodiversity, he said, while also deemed critical for SD a new legal framework in order to 

create the conditions for mentalities and lifestyles to radically change and, namely, bicycles 

become wide-spread. 
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Figure 10. Sustainability Mapping - Round 3: After Polis 
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perceptions and solutions to respond to sustainability problems. 

In addition, Round 1 and Round 3 completely fail to incorporate the environmental focus 

that took place at international level until the year 200 and after 2005. On the contrary, 

these are the rounds with most socioeconomic focus. This result is very obvious in Round 2 

0 

0,5 

1 

1,5 

2 

2,5 

3 

0 0,5 1 1,5 2 2,5 3 

Socio- 

Economic 

Environment 

Project 

Context 

Status Quo Reform Transformation 



88 

 

where context sustainability assessments included international literature, while Round 3 

context is rich in other field interviewees, however not directly related to the project. 

Context in Round 2 is composed either by international documents and other interviewees. 

However, since the two other periods do not follow the international pattern, we may think 

of a coincidence rather than the global sustainability message trickling-down. In any case, 

in Round 2, the Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development (2002) (score 2.25 

on both dimensions) and the Millennium Development Goals (2000) (scored 1 on 

environment and 2 on socioeconomic) are very close to local interviewees sustainability 

notions, the most integrated period in terms on an the balance between dimensions. 

5. Conclusions 

In this section, the above sustainable development notions and Organising Capacity 

assessments are finally confronted. The purpose is to test hypothesis 4.1 and 4.2 set in 

Chapter 3, related to the ability of the Organising Capacity framework to deal with strong 

(and weak) sustainability notions and to understand if it changes according to the changes 

in sustainability notions (for instance, if sustainability notions get stronger, does organising 

capacity improve?). 

The next figure depicts all Rounds under study, the results of the assessment of Organising 

Capacity elements, as a whole and individually, as well as of the SD notions, thereby 

illustrating their evolution.  
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Figure 11. Summary of Assessments: Sustainable Development notions, Organising 

Capacity, their association and their evolution over three Rounds 
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Answering this question means understanding which elements of OC are crucial for the 

project to be able to respond to objectives tied to stronger SD notions, which may not be 

necessarily needed in the case of weaker SD notions.  

A) The confrontation between SD notions (highly distributed along the continuum) with 

the Strategic Network assessment for Round 3 (strong) questions Organising Capacity 

framework ability to deal with stronger sustainability notions: it is curious how 

Strategic Networks contribute positively to the project despite a clear distribution of 

project-related SD notions along the weak-strong continuum, from status quo to 

transformative notions.  

In particular, most SD notions from planners interviewed are placed in 

Reform/Transformation stages and other regular urban players in status quo. As mentioned 

earlier, this distribution would indicate unaligned views among players (about what 

sustainable development is, the problems it raises, and how to deal with them). What's 

more, we would have expected Organising Capacity assessment to have pointed out this 

situation! 

The OC assessment of Strategic Networks in Round 3 identified clear efforts put on 

interaction with the creation of the Follow-up Group as well as the preparation of four 

Debate Forums (where CMC worked as the link between the planning consortium and the 

various urban players of Coimbra – the UC, entrepreneurs association, etc.). These were 

clearly productive and their contributions were considered during the Strategic Plan 

preparation, suggesting a positive contribution to the success of the project. Nevertheless, 

during field work, interviewees also expressed their wish that institutional relationships 

between urban players and between them and CMC were better, that there were relational 

problems and that there was competition among players instead of cooperation. However, 

nothing suggested these hampered the process. 

It is not a possibility that the interaction efforts (Follow-up Group, Debate Forums,...) were 

the anticipation of relational problems between actors, for the Follow-up Group is 

composed by technical and political members of CMC, the Steering Committee has mostly 
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coordination objectives of the implementation of the Strategic Plan, and the Debate 

Forums were interactive and participated, as described by one interviewee who took part.  

There is nevertheless the possibility that the OC framework has trouble assessing this 

inner-project alignment of visions. The investigation performed by van den Berg et al. 

(1997) for Strategic Network assessment states that it “concentrates on the creation and the 

composition of these networks and whether the network contributed to the success of the 

project.” There are no doubts about the composition or about the contribution: the entities 

and people involved are vast and the outcome for the project is quite positive. Yet, is this 

enough for consensus or alliance building? Also, does this means the outcome is pro-

sustainability (as suggested by Naess (2001))? More, that the outcome fits all (or at least 

some) players‟ notion of sustainability? The interviews results and the SD assessments 

suggest that no: players interact, share and collaborate but OC provides no answers for the 

rest.  

Although this issue was noted in an “intermediate” sustainability notion round, ensuring a 

pro-sustainability outcome resulting from aligned visions is a requirement for OC to be 

ready to deal with stronger sustainability. In case the objectives are stronger in 

sustainability, then vision alignment is crucial. 

B) A first glance at the picture shows that Societal Support and Communication change 

from one round to another according to the change of the SD notions.  

To begin with, the fact that the Strategic Plan of Round 1 did not reach public discussion 

phase, takes Round 1 out of discussion for the specific assessment of Societal Support. The 

communication strategies adopted for Rounds 2 and 3 have significant differences and may 

explain why societal support was non-existent in Round 3. Round 2 strategies included a 

Communication Plan designed within the Polis Programme as a whole, whose 

implementation started as the intervention began. Activities like school visits to the site, 

brochures, street decoration and a Mascot challenge for children brought the Programme to 

people, as in a pro-active attitude. Quite the opposite, Round 3 communication actions with 

the general public were mainly the announcement of the discussion period for the Strategic 
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Plan in CMC‟s website, as well as in the local newspapers and in the National Journal of 

Portugal (“Diário da República”), along with the distribution of the Strategic Plan itself to 

the municipal staff and to the participants in the Debate Forums, asking for their 

participation, thus, assuming a rather passive attitude. This may undermine communication 

strategies which, overall, contributed neither positively nor negatively to the outcome of the 

project, unlike in the Polis Round 2. Proximity and pro-activeness were two characteristics 

mentioned by one interviewee as decisive to obtain societal support.  

In this light, societal support and communication could be considered critical for an 

improvement in the sustainability notion from Round 3 to Round 2. However, the overall 

score for Round 3 (SSS) is not that far from the score from Round 2 (SSSS). We would 

think that this is the case even when communication and societal support are neutral, 

because the remaining elements are supporting the project. However, as we have explained 

in A), the assessment of Organising Capacity is somehow flawed for Strategic Networks, 

which means the real score for Round 3 is lower, noting a bigger difference in with the 

Round 2.  

In conclusion, Communication and Societal Support may be critical to deal with stronger 

sustainability notions if the other items of the OC are also weak. Individually, it is not 

critical according to the results of this study. 
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CHAPTER 6 – Conclusions 

1. Conclusions and discussion  

This study analysed sustainability notions and urban planning practices of the Portuguese 

Riverside Project of Coimbra. A sequence of three periods was set to understand the 

evolution of those notions and practices, as well as how those practices respond to changes 

in sustainability notions. The Organising Capacity (OC) framework by van den Berg et al 

(1997) was instrumental to grasp certain features of planning practices (vision, political 

support, leadership, strategic networks, societal support and communication) and 

sustainability notions were placed in a continuum from weak to strong representing “the 

degree to which individuals are required to change their lifestyle and behaviours in the 

name of sustainability” (Lombardi et al., 2010). 

The overall results point out that “conceptualisation shapes action”, meaning that in order 

to meet weaker or stronger objectives in terms of sustainability, Organising Capacity is to 

adapt. Nevertheless, the results also suggest that there is no clear element of Organising 

Capacity deemed critical to deal with stronger sustainability notions. 

A few lessons can, however, be taken from this study. 

 As regards to Organising Capacity, leadership should be given full attention in 

urban projects, regardless of the sustainability notions it embodies. It was deemed 

critical for the Polis Programme to continue, critical Before Polis for the launch of the 

procedure of preparation of the Strategic Plan, the same happening in with the Round 

3, therefore independent of sustainability conceptualisation. 

 Also, communication strategies developed during the Polis period were particularly 

pro-active, diversified and close to the citizens, who showed enthusiasm and interest 

for the project. This did not happen in Round 2, which is associated with a Neutral 

contribution to the project. Therefore, initiatives embodying strong sustainability 

notions should pay special attention to the design and efficiency of communication 

strategies in order to ensure societal participation. Territorial Marketing strategies may 
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be an interesting instrument to meet those objectives, as well as brand and identity 

policies. 

 In addition to not embodying worldwide sustainability vision, the analysis over the 

various periods also reveals that project actors have increasing difficulties in 

clinging to common perceptions and solutions to respond to sustainability problems. 

 The analysis of its elements brought interesting and useful conclusions as to the 

ability of the OC framework to “prescribe” the adequate and plentiful enough 

combination of elements to respond to stronger sustainability notions: Organising 

Capacity has troubles identifying the alignment of visions within the Strategic 

Networks. Although it focuses on the composition of these networks as well as on their 

contribution to the success of a project, which are crucial for a sound project progress, 

the OC framework  misses two decisive aspects when it comes to pursuing 

sustainability objectives: ensuring the result of that interaction is pro-sustainability 

(Naess, 2001); and ensuring that players share the same notion of sustainability (a 

common view about the problems tied to it, the root of those problems and the actions 

to redress them). These suggest that in case objectives are the materialization of a 

strong sustainability notion, then vision alignment between all players is crucial, an 

improvement that Organising Capacity could think to incorporate. 

2. Issues for further research  

The analysis proposed here was a single-case study. Methodologically, in order to 

corroborate the theories validated, it would be desirable to reproduce this same testing in 

other cases. 

Two aspects may be listed to further investigation: 

- Although it was not central to the study, it would be interesting, in a future study, to 

understand how sustainability conceptualisations at such high level are coherent, how 

they change through time and, most of all, how they are reflected at local (and at 

national policy levels). The results would shed light on the demands put at global 
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levels and the responses at local level (a sort of analysis of efficiency of major 

sustainability policy), as well as, historically, it would provide a global overview of so 

many international documents, reports and positions published, providing a more 

systematised overview of explicit sustainability policy (because conceptualisations 

would be mapped). In this way, strategies to align local and global visions about 

sustainable development could be conceived to change the present distance in views 

identified in this study.  

- The Lombardi et al. (2010) and the mapping methodology of Hopwood et al. (2005) 

conjoin the social and the economic dimensions of sustainability. An interesting and 

useful challenge would be to develop tools able to assess the societal dimension 

independently. This would separate two objectives that are not necessarily met 

together. 
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Annex I 

Table of National (N) and Local (L) Interviewees 

 

Entity Scale 

1 Architect 1 - Porto N 

2 Architect 2 - Lisbon N 

3 Art Gallery / Bar owner L 

4 CoimbraPolis L 

5 Entrepreneurship Group L 

6 Environmental Ombudsman L 

7 Leisure - Park 1 L 

8 Leisure - Park 2 L 

9 Leisure - Restaurant L 

10 Municipal Representative - Territorial Administration L 

11 ONG L 

12 Parish President 1 L 

13 Parish President 2 L 

14 Planner - ParqueEXPO - Architecture N 

15 Planner - (Arch.) L 

16 Planner - (Eng.) L 

17 Planner - (Eng.) L 

18 Planner - ParqueEXPO - Communication L 

19 Planner - ParqueEXPO - Environment N 

20 Polis Programme Coordinating Bureau N 

21 Tourism L 

22 Transportation L 

23 University of Coimbra - Institutional Relations L 

24 University of Coimbra - Sports L 
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