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Cultures of (Un)Sustainability:  

Ecovillages as Seedbeds for a Cultural Transition  

 

Tim Strasser 

 
Abstract 

 

This essay shows how sustainability can and should be understood in terms of a 

cultural perspective and why it is vital to do so. More than simply adding a cultural 

dimension to the three pillars of economy, society and the environment, this entails a 

deeper transition from a culture of unsustainability to a culture of sustainability. It is 

argued that such a cultural transformation requires in particular a transcendent shift 

from modern to holistic worldviews and ways of life. A distinction is made between 

culture as ways of life and worldviews in order to explicate how culture relates to 

sustainability. Particular focus lies on the holistic worldview, which is explained by 

means of contrasting it to the dominant worldview of modern culture. This perspective 

proposes a way for resolving the fundamental failures of modernity and for building 

the structures of a sustainable future. Finally, ecovillages are presented as models for a 

sustainable culture: for one, as demonstration sites for such ways of life that can offer a 

concrete alternative to the unsustainable culture of modernity, and secondly, as 

dissemination sites for a new culture that is based on a holistic worldview.  
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1. Introduction 

“Be the change you want to see in the world”  

– Mahatma Gandhi 

 

“We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we 

created them”  

– Albert Einstein 

 

In the face of unprecedented anthropogenic climate change, acidification of oceans, 

‘peak oil’ and financial instability we are witnessing a deepening of crises on all fronts 

of the globalizing terrain: the crises of energy and climate, food and the financial system 

(Braun, 2008). Protests around the world are evidencing the intensifying social crisis of 

globalization: growing unemployment, the increasing gap between rich and poor, 

globally as well as within national contexts, as well as of the consequences of the socio-

ecological crises. However, these multiple crises cannot be addressed in isolation 

because they are deeply interlinked in complex ways, as symptoms of a global systemic 

crisis (Haas, 1983; Luhman, 1990). Therefore they cannot be solved within political 

frameworks that only focus on small parts of a systemic crisis, nor can they be solved 

within the “narrow market episteme” of continued economic growth, monetary 

valuation of ecosystems and market mechanisms as the ‘solutions’ proposed by 

geopolitics (McMichael, 2009). Equally, individual lifestyle changes of ethical 

consumerism are insufficient for breaking out of the ‘iron cage of consumerism’ 

(Jackson, 2009) and renovating our ‘mental infrastructures’ of consumer growth 

(Welzer, 2011). Indeed, such taken-for-granted assumptions of relentless growth and 

progress, of individualism and materialism are cultural myths that must be critically 

understood as outgrowths of the historical-cultural roots of the project of modernity, 

which is itself at the core of today’s culture of unsustainability (Kagan, 2012).  

The following attempts to demystify some of those powerful myths by exposing 

the cultural and historical roots of modern assumptions about the relationship between 

humans and nature. At this fundamental level, culture is a crucial dimension of 

sustainability, which has been largely marginalized or superficially understood in 
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popular and political discussions about sustainability. More recently, the notion of 

culture is in fact gaining increasing recognition as a vital dimension of a more 

comprehensive approach, which includes culture as the fourth pillar of sustainable 

development (Hawkes, 2001; UCLG, 2004; UNESCO, 2003; UNESCO, 2012). This is 

commendable and highly important for more nuanced understanding of sustainability, 

which recognizes the importance of cultural diversity, inter-cultural dialogue and the 

connection between culture and human rights. However, a rather one-dimensional 

understanding of culture prevails, which remains uncritical of the fundamental cultural 

assumptions on which the project of globalizing modernity is based (Kagan, 2012). A 

more rigorous and refined rendering of culture is proposed here, which suggests the 

need to fundamentally re-examine the cultural roots of modernity and to investigate 

pathways beyond the limitations of the modern worldview and way of life.  Specifically, 

ecovillages constitute some already existing, concrete examples or models that offer 

potential pathways towards more integrated, constructive and wholesome solutions to 

the global crisis of unsustainability.  

The question that begs to be answered here is what precisely such a transition, 

from a culture of unsustainability to a culture of sustainability entails. The central claim 

of this essay is that a cultural transformation, based on the transition from modern to 

holistic worldviews and ways of life, is of fundamental importance for resolving the 

failures of modernity and building the structures of a sustainable future. In particular, 

ecovillages are presented, for one, as demonstration sites for such ways of life that can 

offer a concrete alternative to the unsustainable culture of modernity, and secondly, as 

dissemination sites for a new culture that is based on a holistic worldview.  

The following begins with a clarification of how sustainability can be understood 

in terms of culture and why it is vital to include this dimension to go beyond the 

dominant three-pillar model. This is followed by a clarification of what precisely is 

meant by culture for the purpose of this essay and a distinction is made between 

culture as ways of life and the more fundamental dimension of worldviews. To delve 

deeper, the subsequent analysis of the modern worldview reveals the cultural and 

historical roots of modernity that have brought about the current culture of 

unsustainability. Secondly, what is meant in particular by a holistic worldview is then 
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explained by means of contrasting it to the former and by showing how holistic ways of 

understanding the human-nature relationship have significantly gained popularity 

within Western societies in recent decades. This sets the stage for understanding the 

role of ecovillages in context of these more general cultural dynamics. Subsequently, 

ecovillages are analyzed in more detail, with a focus on what exactly is novel about 

modern ecovillages and how they are situated in relation to the global situation of 

systemic crisis and how they function as models for a sustainable culture.  

 

2. Coming to Terms with Sustainability and Culture 

Despite disagreements on the nature and scope of actions required, a general 

“consensus” prevails regarding the desirability of sustainable development. Yet this 

consensus can be rather counterproductive insofar as it is based on status-quo 

preserving assumptions. A more rigorous, critical and self-reflexive understanding of 

sustainability highlights the conditions that render modern society unsustainable. 

Hence the need for some clarity on what sustainability can and should mean, in order to 

‘come to terms’ with what truly is required to ensure not only the continued well-being, 

but perhaps as much as the survival of human life on this planet as a whole.  

The most commonly employed terminology of sustainable development is 

associated with the Brundtland definition and the three-pillar model of sustainability. 

The Brundtland Commission defined ‘sustainable development’ as: “development that 

meets the needs of the present generations without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their needs” (UNGA, 1987). This definition can be quite 

problematic, firstly, if understood as referring only to human needs. Such an 

anthropocentric perspective denies any inherent value to healthy ecosystems and 

biodiversity. More fundamentally, the focus on sustainable development generally 

assumes continued economic growth, while indicators on all fronts show that a critical 

re-evaluation and more fundamental changes to growth-oriented globalization are vital 

(Redclift, 2005). An alternative to this contradictory form of ‘weak sustainable 

development’ is the notion of ‘strong sustainability’, which takes a more biocentric 

approach (Robinson, 2004) and sees the belief in growth and progress as some of the 



 6

cultural myths at the core of the culture of unsustainability (further elaborated in 

following chapters).  

Most useful for the purpose of this essay is Paul Hawken’s definition that 

"sustainability is about stabilizing the currently disruptive relationship between earth’s 

two most complex systems—human culture and the living world” (Hawken, 2007, p. 

172). However, the notion of culture is missing from the dominant three-pillar 

approach to sustainability, which only includes economic, environmental and social 

considerations (Figure 1). This three-pillar model can be misleading in terms of 

obfuscating the interrelationships, potential conflicts and unequal weightage given to 

the domains of economy, society and environment (Adams, 2006). Yet, more 

fundamentally, it is flawed insofar as it misses the important dimension of culture as a 

significantly independent dimension of sustainability (Hawkes, 2001).  

While dominant in popular discussions of sustainability, alternative 

conceptualizations to the three-pillar model that are recently gaining more attention 

highlight the need to include culture as the fourth pillar (Figure 2). Yet, simply 

including culture as an independent dimension of sustainability by no means offers a 

straightforward understanding of the complex relationship between culture and 

sustainability. Culture is a rather elusive concept and can be understood in a variety of 

ways. A document by the ‘Executive Committee of Cities and Local Governments (UCLG, 

2004), The Agenda 21 for Culture, advocates explicit consideration of culture as a vital 

component of sustainability and highlights the role of local municipalities as important 

actors for ensuring cultural vitality and diversity. A recent resolution by the United 

Nations General Assembly (UNGA, 2012) also recognizes the importance of culture for 

human development and sustainability. Culture can be seen as a repository of 

knowledge, as values and webs of meaning, identities and as a source for economic 

activity, which are all important for sustainability in different ways (UNESCO, 2012). 

Culture is further understood in terms of dialogue (or clashes) between cultures, as 

cultural goods and services, or with regards to cultural diversity (ibid.). In particular, 

with regards to indigenous populations, the latter suggests the imperative to preserve 

cultural diversity as equally important as the preservation of bio-diversity.  
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While these conceptual developments are important and progressive steps 

towards a more inclusive understanding of sustainability, the above understandings 

also miss a more critical appraisal of the implications of the cultural concept. For 

instance, the understanding of culture as a way of life (to be elaborated below) is a 

rather limited conceptualization of culture (Hall, 1980) because it only renders the 

culture of certain ‘others’ significant, which shall be preserved and nurtured or 

capitalized as an economic resource. Yet, in most cases western modern culture is 

implicitly taken for granted. Not only can this have a certain colonialist undercurrent 

but it also limits the scope and importance of a cultural perspective for sustainability. 

Most often, the prevalence of the neo-liberal framework as the dominant and 

unquestionable worldview results in a systemic marginalization of alternative 

worldviews and practices that do not fit under the Northern neoliberal market-

centered development agenda (McMichael, 2009).  

A more coherent and forceful conceptualization of culture additionally 

highlights the cultural narratives that form the substructures of modern society itself. 

Coming to terms with culture and sustainability means explicitly highlighting the need 

to go beyond dogmatic agendas and the “growth-oriented mythic construct [that] has 

shaped the lives of more people than any other cultural narrative in all of history” 

(Rees, 2010, p. 3). Rather than only thinking of what including culture as a fourth pillar 

can do for sustainable development, it is vital to recognize a more encompassing 

understanding of culture as the totality of the meanings, narratives and practices at the 

interface of all dimensions of life in society. What makes a culture as a whole 

unsustainable or sustainable requires a deeper understanding of worldviews that form 

the base of powerful, yet implicit and therefore often unquestioned assumptions and 

behaviors.  

Acknowledging various conceptualizations of culture, for the purposes of this 

essay, culture is understood with regards to two layers: ways of life and worldviews 

(Hawkes, 2001; LeBaron, 2003) (see Figure 3). This highlights the different layers of 

culture, ranging from the more external and visible layer of overt behaviors and 

physical structures to the more internal and invisible layer of basic assumptions and 

beliefs about human nature and the relationship to the environment (Hall, 1980; 
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Schein, 1992). Certainly these two dimensions are closely related and somewhat 

overlapping, yet the distinction is significant for deepening the understanding of 

culture. A way of life is embedded in, and is the lived embodiment of, the underlying 

worldview: lived traditions and practices are deeply shaped by underlying meanings 

and values (Hall, 1980). This can also be understood as a distinction between the 

“lifeworlds” of social and physical infrastructures and the deeper level of “mentalities” 

that constitute our mental infrastructures (Welzer, 2000). Essentially, worldviews are 

the “seedbeds” of culture, from which shared meanings, values and identities emerge 

(LeBaron, 2003). A worldview therefore “is the bedrock of society” (Hawkes, 2001), 

meaning that cultural assumptions implicit in different worldviews fundamentally 

shape the kind of structures or systems we create (social, ecological, political, economic 

and technological) and provide the framework of the relationships of meaning between 

them (Hall, 1980). 

The above analysis of culture indicates how understanding culture merely as the 

fourth pillar, focusing mainly on the more tangible dimension of ways of life, is 

insufficient insofar as it misses this deeper dimension of underlying worldviews. Both 

of these understandings are needed for a more comprehensive conceptualization of the 

relationship between culture and sustainability. ‘Coming to terms’ with culture and 

sustainability therefore requires that:  

“sustainability can be understood as the search for alternative sets of values and 

knowledge of the world, reforming the ways we know reality, thereby founding an 

understanding of ‘patterns that connect’ the economic, social, political, cultural 

and ecological dimensions of reality. The cultural dimension has thus a 

foundational value for the whole search process of sustainability” (Kagan, 2012, p. 

15). 

This means we are facing not just a complex of economic, ecological and social crises, 

which could be solved by applying the typical sort of ‘socio-technical fix’, i.e. solving 

social problems through a combination of technological innovation and changing 

behaviors and attitudes (Layne, 2000, p. 496). The search for sustainability has focused 

too much on developing “hardware updates, such as new technologies, economic 

incentives, policies and regulations” (Kagan, 2012, p. 1). That is, on a deeper level, we 
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are also facing “a crisis of the software of minds” that requires “cultural 

transformations affecting our ways of knowing, learning, valuing and acting together” 

(ibid.). We need to find a ‘cultural fix’ by creating new narratives, identities, rituals and 

structures of meaning (Layne, 2000). Creating new seedbeds of culture by fostering 

new worldviews may be one of the most significant steps for addressing the crisis of 

modernity and creating a sustainable culture.  

3. Cultural Roots of Domination and Separation 

Before investigating potential pathways beyond modernity, a deeper understanding of 

what precisely renders modern culture unsustainable is required. Understanding 

modernity as an unsustainable culture means “the continuation of modernity threatens 

the very survival of life on our planet” (Griffin, 1988, p. ix). The following suggests that 

modern assumptions of a division between humans and nature and of rational scientific 

progress are at the root of this threat. To critically ‘uproot’ these modern assumptions 

requires a “historical investigation into the events that have led us to constitute 

ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, saying” 

(Foucault, 1984, p. 46). The following therefore illustrates some of the historical 

developments that were significant for the constitution of the modern worldview. The 

focus here lies on the rise of monotheistic religion in the Western world, the more 

recent emergence of the Enlightenment rationality and the resulting mechanistic and 

materialistic worldview of modernity. 

Human dominion over nature can be traced back thousands of years to the 

influence of the classical period of ancient Greece and Christian thought. These shared 

the assumption that humans are in a superior position over the rest of nature, based on 

the belief in a separation between the empirical world of nature and the metaphysical 

or transcendental realms of God (Ponting, 2007). This ontological separation between 

the sacred and profane can be regarded as a consequence of Jewish monotheistic belief, 

which was later taken up by Christianity. This created a cosmology that placed the 

sacred domain of God external to, ‘outside’ of, and therefore beyond the empirical 

domain of nature (Ponting, 2007; Partridge, 2005). This constituted the 

“disenchantment” of the world, where nature becomes a mere object, stripped bare of 
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any spiritual value (Partridge, 2005; White, 1974). Pagan beliefs prior to this influence 

of Christianity had considered nature vulnerable and sacred, which created a much 

more intimate and respectful relation to nature; however, the de-sacralization 

constituted by a purely materialistic relationship to nature as an object and resource 

allowed the relentless exploitation and manipulation of nature (Keller, 2009).  

This continued belief in the divine placement of humans as the dominators of 

nature provided the basis for a deepening of this trajectory, yet on a more secular level, 

during the times of the scientific revolution. The scientific manipulation, in close 

relation to economic exploitation, of nature in the modern era brought about a modern 

industrial conceptualization of nature “whose being is mastered by science, whose 

value is measured by economics, and whose potentiality is determined by technology” 

(in Partridge, 2005, p. 47). Particularly the success and efficiency of technological 

manipulation and transformation of nature into a mere resource for human gains 

seemingly validated the disenchanted assumptions this undertaking itself was based on 

(ibid.). The resulting anthropocentric interaction with nature amounted to a ‘rape of 

the world’ of a considerably more drastic scale than had ever been possible before the 

modern era (Ponting, 2007). This is the long haul of the unsustainability of modern 

culture.  

The scientific revolution during the Enlightenment period constituted more 

recent developments that generated the modern separation between humanity and 

nature. Firstly, while the invention of the scientific method constituted a rebellion 

against religious dogma, it nevertheless reinforced the legacy of Christianity’s emphasis 

on man’s dominion over nature in more secular manner. Rene Descartes’ reductionist 

philosophy, perhaps the originator of such a method, paved the way for seeing nature 

purely as an object, radically separate from subjective consciousness, that could be 

quantified and measured to be known and used (Keller, 2009). This increasing 

tendency to employ mathematical, analytical scientific approaches to know the world 

constituted perhaps “the most fundamental cultural change of the period” of the rise of 

modernity (Christian, 2005, p.438), as it became the “dominant attitude of modern 

Western culture” (Bortoft, 1996, p. 113).  
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Additionally vindicated by Newton’s ‘discovery’ of mechanical laws of the 

universe, this mechanistic and reductionist worldview made nature into a machine that 

was created by God and was to be understood and controlled by men (Ponting, 2007). 

The evermore-successful quest for increasing the optimization and productivity of this 

machine began to set firm rails to drive this rational train of thought in the direction of 

‘inevitable’ techno-scientific progress (Ponting, 2007). The Enlightenment was hence 

marked by the identification of progress as the development of productive forces 

needed to move that train forwards as fast as possible (Fotopoulos, 2000).  

Rather than locating a particular ideology like capitalism or communism as the 

root cause of unsustainability, a firmer and deeper rooting can hence be found in the 

materialistic worldview of modernity. Despite their critique of classical and liberal 

economics even Marx and Engels for instance believed in the inevitability of progress. 

They shared the materialist utilitarian attitudes towards the environment where 

“nature only had meaning in terms of human requirements” (Ponting, 2007, p. 131), 

regardless of environmental consequences. This widely adopted belief that nature had 

no inherent value is a core element of the failure to include the ‘external costs’ of 

production (like adverse environmental and social impacts) in the price of 

commodities: a main cause for the massive pollution of the world. It resulted from the 

naive economic assumption that nature has no inherent value and that natural 

resources were infinite and therefore free of charge (Ponting, 2007). The idea of 

perpetual progress is “rooted in, and is indefensible apart from, Judeo- Christian 

theology” (White, 1967, p. 1205). Ironically, the notion of progress and materialistic 

economic growth also became such “integral parts of our mental and emotional lives” 

(Welzer, 2011, p. 34) that not only nature became the exploited object of domination 

but, in turn, also ‘man himself’ (Marcuse, 1972). This produced the dual subordination 

of nature and human nature to the development of progress.  

The materialistic and mechanistic worldview of modernity reduced the 

wholeness of nature to its individual parts and thereby created a fragmentation of 

mind, which reproduced itself throughout modern culture. The enlightenment 

worldview of rational thinking is the root of the objectification and concomitant 

domination of nature and humans. Because this worldview has become the dominant 
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organizing paradigm today (Ponting, 2007) it is only through a shift to a ‘post-

enlightenment’ worldview that we reconcile dichotomies of nature and humanity that 

separate our body and mind, as well as the sacred and the profane (Bain-Selbo, 2011). 

Only following a “conscious, reflexive, re-examining of these cultural roots” (Doubleday, 

et al. 2004, p. 392) can we recognize the need for new imaginations and ways of seeing 

the world: a shift in cognition that involves not only changing what we think about but 

how we think as such (Bain-Selbo, 2011). 

4. The Post-Modern Cultural Environment 

Considering the profound impact the Newtonian/Cartesian worldview of modern 

science has had on modern culture at large (Bortoft, 1996), one may begin the search 

for solutions in the developments of a new scientific worldview. Indeed a considerable 

trend is taking place recently towards sciences for integration of knowledge: looking 

for unifying theories of everything to understand reality not only in its innumerable 

parts but also as a whole is gaining considerable legitimacy (Christian, 2005). Whereas, 

during the scientific revolution (Capra, 1997) “the purpose of science shifted from 

wisdom to power” [and created a] science for manipulation”, today it is increasingly 

possible to find strands of a postmodern "science for understanding", which sees the 

relationships between phenomena. Pioneers of such an approach have existed for a 

long time. Goethe for instance advocated a holistic science for a participatory 

understanding of the wholeness of nature during the same period as Newton. Yet the 

cultural conditions at the time rendered Goethe’s approach illegitimate, given the 

context of a dominant disenchanted materialist worldview (Bortoft, 1996). 

Alternative perspectives in science are increasingly seeing the need to transcend 

the disenchantment of modern science and move beyond its all too narrow empiricism 

and rationalism. Fritjof Capra suggests that a more holistic and ecological worldview is 

emerging, where holistic environmentalist attitudes propose a mixture of traditional 

mysticism with “new physics” (Partridge, 2005, p. 55). This seems to offer one source of 

a maturing ecological consciousness. Particularly quantum theory is commonly 

understood as scientific support for the Eastern beliefs of interdependence and non-

dualism between spirit and matter. Such “a post-modern environmental ontology 
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reaffirms our intimate organic relationship with the webwork we call nature” (Keller, 

2009, p. 15). The interdependence of observer and observed, the ‘One’ inherent in the 

many, the sacred wholeness underlying all manifestation, is then seen as the ground of 

ecological holistic thinking (Partridge, 2005).  

Yet, whether a mere ontology of such a postmodern science will suffice for a 

cultural shift towards a holistic culture (worldview and way of life) seems questionable. 

At least from the point of view of E. F. Schumacher, the urgently needed cultural shift 

towards a holistic worldview cannot happen by means of merely a new physics that is 

itself still stuck in the analytical quantifying mode of consciousness and therefore 

simply cannot deal with the qualitative experience of wholeness (Capra, 1997; Bortoft, 

1996). It requires a more participatory, experiential and embodied approach.  

A trend towards more holistic viewpoints has not only taken place in science but 

more generally across modern society, as a growing number of people are disillusioned 

with the alienating culture of modernity. Especially since the 60s a cultural shift is 

taking place particularly in Western European and North American countries where 

people start to think more holistically about their relationship to nature, as well as the 

cultural interrelations between the economy, society and the environment. 

Understanding that these problems are systematically related, many have rather 

utopian views about the society that would need to come after modernity and therefore 

quite radical in the kind of changes that would be required (Partridge, 2005).  

That these seemingly utopian values are not just ungrounded ideals is 

demonstrated by the increasing number of people who are also actively and practically 

engaging in the task of creating alternatives: “the spread of the commons, transition 

towns, permaculture and right to the city movements bear some promises for a cultural 

transition” (Kagan, 2012). Paul Ray (2010) calls such people “cultural creatives” who 

creatively engage in creating a new culture, based on holistic worldview that goes 

beyond modernity: a trans-national culture that goes beyond national boundaries. 

These are people involved for instance in the Transition town movement1, the Growing 

Empathic generation (Arnett, 2010) and the downshifting movement (Alexander, 

                                                        
1 http://www.transitionnetwork.org/ 
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2010), creating sustainable businesses, universities, urban communities and 

ecovillages. Especially the ecovillage movement offers a promising example of cultural 

transformation, which is perhaps exceptional in the way ecovillages function as lived 

examples and demonstration sites of a holistic culture, while also spreading their 

knowledge and beliefs into wider society. 

5. Ecovillages: Sustainable Cultures 

Ecovillages are small-scale communities spread around the globe, which have a 

particular significance for the prospect of cultural transformation on a larger scale. As a 

part of a larger trend of cultural change, “a key contribution of the ecovillage movement 

is its power of example” (Litfin, 2009, p. 141). That is, ecovillages are offering concrete 

demonstrations of both a different way of life (external layer of culture) and the lived 

embodiment of a holistic worldview (the internal layer of culture). Moreover, rather 

than just demonstrating fragments of different ways of life or worldview, they offer 

integrated examples of a holistic worldview and way of life (Jackson, 2000).  

It is useful to begin with an overview of general characteristics of ecovillages 

around the world, before gong more in-depth into some of the particularly revealing 

aspects. Ecovillages are defined by one of the founders of the movement, Diana Gilman, 

as a: “Human scale full-featured settlement in which human activities are harmlessly 

integrated into the natural world in a way that is supportive of healthy human 

development and can be successfully continued into the indefinite future” (Dawson, 

2006, p.13). In response to the alienating condition of modernity, the first and foremost 

focus is on establishing a tight-knit sense of community, based on trust, transparency 

and cooperation. A strong sense of shared values generally underpins a common vision 

for ecological restoration, global justice, spiritual development, self-empowerment, 

service and healing (Dawson, 2006).  

It is significant to stress that modern ecovillages are quite novel in various ways 

and therefore significantly different from 60s ‘hippie communities’. Firstly, though they 

may be seen as an outgrowth of the 60s legacy, ecovillages are not isolated escapist 

enclaves but are actively engaged on national and global levels (Dawson, 2006; Litfin, 

2009). Many ecovillages are creatively connecting to other groups and organizations 
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around the world, networking with peace and human rights activists for conflict 

resolution in the global South, with social and ecological entrepreneurs, permaculture 

activists, government officials, indigenous groups, healers and spiritual leaders, and 

more. Instead of being isolated in their small-scale settlements (as most communes of 

the 60s), they are globally connected through the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) 

since 1995 (Dawson, 2006).  

More generally, rather than focusing on one particular problem, the ecovillage 

movement adheres to a holistic systems perspective that points out the complex 

interrelatedness of social, cultural and ecological crises, which cannot be addressed in 

isolation (Luhmann 1990). The “global problematique” (Haas, 1983) is a systemically 

linked nexus that includes environmental degradation, hunger, war, social alienation 

and North-South inequity (Litfin, 2009). Fundamental to ecovillages is their pragmatic 

response to this complex of global systemic crisis, which goes ‘beyond the politics of 

protest’ (Dawson, 2006) that is characteristic of much reactionary environmentalism. 

Ecovillages experiment with concrete solutions in all domains of life, seeking ecological, 

economic, technological, social, spiritual, sexual, etc solutions for building a new 

societal system from below, with often profound impacts on the surrounding society 

(ibid.). The underlying shared aim of ecovillages is thus to have a global effect of culture 

change. 

Despite the high diversity of their particular manifestations, regarding their 

forms of organizing and living and the priorities they give to different aspects of 

sustainable living, on a deeper level they are significantly unified, in particular by the 

holistic worldview (Litfin, 2009). This holistic worldview also means that they step 

beyond, or transcend, the modern worldview, while also including the benefits of 

modern science and technology. Simultaneously, without regressing to pre-modern 

stages, they also reconnect with and integrate the wisdom of pre-modern traditional 

stages or indigenous peoples (Walker, 1998). Traditional wisdom and values are 

included as guidelines for a sustainable culture, for they have survived for thousands of 

years, based on symbiotic relationships to their environment. For instance, values like 

healthy interconnection of mind, body and spirit, self-reliance and an awareness of the 
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interconnection of human and other life are vital to many indigenous cultures 

(Doubleday et al. 2004). 

A holistic worldview in practice also means that socially constructed 

dichotomies such as self and other, mind and body, culture and nature, etc. are 

regarded as being indivisible parts of a larger whole. Therefore, cultivating the inner 

life, focusing on personal wellbeing and spiritual development is deeply connected to 

the work on the ‘outside’, with sustainability and peace activism on a global level 

(Dawson, 2006). Inner work and global peace work, or healing the internal and external 

conditions of life are profoundly interrelated (Partridge, 2005). Regenerating and 

revitalizing inner and outer landscapes, which have been equally eroded by modern 

materialism and individualism, is deep transformational healing work (Litfin, 2009). 

Essentially, this is a spiritual undertaking, which is an important aspect of holistic 

culture in most ecovillages (ibid.). Therefore the meaning of wholeness (transcending 

dichotomies and understanding relationships), health (overcoming internal and 

external erosions, due to the separation of modernity) and holiness (the sacred 

dimension of nature that is also part of oneself) are intimately intertwined (Kagan, 

2012). Because the integrated project of healing oneself and healing the earth means 

transcending the separation of inside and outside, of humanity and nature, in effect the 

emancipation of nature becomes part of our self-emancipation (Marcuse, 1972).  

This holistic worldview gives rise to a profoundly different way of 

conceptualizing sustainability than the ‘culture as the fourth pillar’ model (discussed in 

Chapter 2). The significance of the cultural worldview as a developmental stage in the 

evolution of human culture and consciousness is explicitly recognized as a fundamental 

dimension of sustainability, as conceptualized by ecovillages (see Figure 4). While this 

model gives equal weight to worldview, social, economic and ecological considerations, 

an appraisal of the content of each dimension indicates that what is considered 

pertinent to each aspect is already culturally mediated by the holistic worldview. 

Economic, social and ecological dimension of sustainability are deeply cultural. 
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5.1 Seeds for Cultural Transformation  

Two characteristics of ecovillages are highlighted here, so as to better understand how 

they are contributing to a cultural transformation. Firstly, ecovillages constitute 

influential demonstration sites that embody diverse sustainable ways of life. Secondly, 

they function as dissemination sites for the spread of a holistic worldview underlying 

these ways of life.  

As demonstration sites, ecovillages are embodying and promoting solutions for a 

variety of profound problems. Economically, many ecovillages are pioneering new 

kinds of socioeconomic systems, based on local currencies, community banks, 

cooperatives and shared ownership (Litfin, 2009, p. 132; Dawson, 2006). These are 

some vital examples for more resilient and empowering approaches to economic life 

that support the development of human wellbeing without harming the planet. 

Ecologically, ecovillages practice and experiment with organic or biodynamic farming, 

water recycling and sanitation systems and permaculture landscapes. These ensure 

more localized and resilient food production, healthy nourishment and autonomy in a 

way that is integrated with ecological cycles (Dawson, 2006). In terms of energy, 

ecovillages mostly rely on a significant supply of renewable energy technologies, often 

generated on-site, including biogas, local wood, wind and solar (ibid.). This ensures an 

ecologically sensitive footprint but also reduces dependency on centralized energy 

supply, which itself can have democratizing consequences, since power is both physical 

and social (Rifkin, 2009). Socially, ecovillages provide examples of decentralized 

decision making which is more directly democratic than representational democracy, 

which perhaps takes more time and effort but generally results in stronger and more 

long-term solutions.  

Ecovillages also show how a strong sense of community and trust can improve 

social cohesion and personal wellbeing (Dawson, 2006; Jackson, 2009). Given the 

prevailing (yet misconceived) assumption that wellbeing correlates with higher levels 

of material consumption, the demonstration that subjective wellbeing in fact flourishes 

in a less materialistic and lower consumption lifestyle is instructive. More time can be 

invested in non-material goods and interpersonal relationships (Jackson, 2009). 
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Considering that, “with consumerism on its deathbed, it is time to dream a new dream – 

a post-consumerist, post-petroleum dream” (Alexander, 2010), ecovillages 

demonstrate that such a new dream need not be a nightmare. Indeed similar to the 

voluntary simplicity movement they demonstrate that, quite to the contrary, a much 

more wholesome and fulfilling life is possible by living well with less rather than living 

better with more (ibid.). 

In the face of imminent crises and potential collapse of the oil-based economy, 

“viable alternatives already established on the ground will become enormously salient” 

(Litfin, 2009, p. 140). This demonstration of alternatives to the established system can 

be regarded as similar to the anarchist strategy of “prefiguring” that entails “seeding a 

new society within the husk of the old” (Litfin, 2009, p. 141) as an approach towards 

social change that involves the creation of real alternatives to the system that is to be 

changed, or rather subverted. Perhaps, a motivating goal for this approach is “to devise 

exit strategies from growth, not to preserve a cultural practice that undermines our 

own survival conditions” (Welzer, 2011, p. 38). This entails growing a new culture of 

sustainability instead of sustaining a pathological growth culture by “demonstrating the 

practical viability of a holistic worldview” (Litfin, 2009, 140). A strategy of cultural 

change commonly referred to in ecovillages contexts is what Ross Jackson describes as 

following: 

“If the examples are good enough, they will be replicated. From then on, it is only 

a question of time until the strategy succeeds and ecovillages become the basis 

for a new culture based on a holistic paradigm. [...] Ecovillages are ideal vehicles 

for this task because they are by definition holistic, representing all the different 

aspects of sustainability in one place where it can be seen in an integrated 

solution” (Ross Jackson, 2000, p. 64). 

 

Yet, the notion of replication perhaps should not be understood in literal terms of being 

directly copied in a precise manner. When considering ecovillages as ‘models’ we 

should rather think of a model like a seed that can grow elsewhere according to local 

(ecological/cultural) conditions. The idea is then to sow seeds for culture change 

through offering tools and showing pathways rather than selling ready-made models. 
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No ecovillage can be replicated elsewhere, due to the diversity and uniqueness of local 

conditions (ibid.).  

 The second role of ecovillages can be understood as dissemination sites for a 

holistic worldview to infiltrate into the cultural soil of their social environments. Rather 

than just showing tools and practices, this involves a more subtle process of a 

transformation in consciousness. A cultural transformation on a larger scale than just 

within ecovillages requires not just the demonstration of sustainable ways of life but 

also the transmission of the corresponding holistic worldview. Rather than just seeding 

cultural practices, also spreading the beliefs they are based on can lead to new practices 

elsewhere. Changes in worldview and values are a prerequisute for a change towards 

sustainable ways of life (Gesota, 2008). Jonathan Dawson (2006, p. 66) describes the 

dissemination of holistic worldview using the analogy of “yogurt culture: small, dense 

and rich concentrations of activity whose aim is to transform the nature of that which is 

around them”.  

A comparable analogy for culture change can be made using the notion of ‘water 

retention landscapes’2 that can be found in the ecovillage Tamera in Portugal. This 

permaculture practice involves the construction of an artificial lake by building a dam 

in a valley to let it fill naturally with rainwater. The water retained in the lake can then 

slowly permeate deep into the soil and ground water to replenish the surrounding 

landscape, which is especially important where excessive water run-off, due to soil 

erosion, causes desertification and degradation of the soil. By analogy, ecovillages can 

be seen as ‘knowledge retention landscapes’ that allow ideas and cultural values of a 

holistic worldview to collect and slowly penetrate deep into the consciousness of the 

surrounding ‘cultural soil’ of society. This is particularly pertinent when considering 

the significant loss or ‘erosion’ of knowledge about self-sufficiency and of shared values 

and community structures in recent years (Dawson, 2006). While the process of 

desertification undermines the physical base of our survival, the process of such ‘social 

desertification’ has been eroding “the very structure and knowledge base that people 

                                                        
2 For more information on how and why this is done in the ecovillage Tamera, under the 
supervision of Permaculture activist Sepp Holzer, see: 
http://www.living-gaia.org/water-retentionlandscape.html 
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will need to survive and thrive through the transition” (Dawson, 2006, p. 77). 

Ecovillages are vital in this regard as repositories of knowledge and values for the rest 

of society.  

   

6. Conclusion  

A necessarily more nuanced and critical understanding of sustainability demands 

explicit consideration of the fundamental cultural assumptions that constitute the basis 

of how we understand the relationship between humans and nature. While introducing 

a cultural perspective into the discussion of sustainability as a fourth pillar, in addition 

to economic, social and environmental considerations, is an important expansion of the 

concept of sustainability, it is insufficient nonetheless. If we are to achieve an effective 

and genuine sustainability, we first need to truly grasp the nature of unsustainability. 

This entails explicit recognition of the roots of modern culture, which render it 

unsustainable. Modern culture is unsustainable, firstly insofar as its social, economic, 

political manifestations are the result of a cultural-historical legacy of the mechanistic 

and materialistic worldview, originating from Judeo-Christian monotheistic beliefs 

about the relationship between humans and nature. Secondly, the modern scientific 

rational worldview is unsustainable to the extent that it unquestionably assumes 

material progress, regardless of detrimental consequences to humans and the 

environment. A holistic worldview proposes an alternative way towards understanding 

nature and the place of humans in it in a way that renders the relationship between 

them intimately intertwined.  

Ecovillages are compelling examples of a cultural trend towards more holistic 

assumptions that may provide the groundwork for a cultural transition towards a 

sustainable culture. As demonstration sites of a culture of sustainability, ecovillages 

provide progressive and constructive examples of ways of life that can allow human life 

to continue more sustainably. Ecovillages also function as dissemination sites of a 

holistic worldview, by fostering the infiltration of holistic beliefs and assumptions into 

the cultural surroundings of mainstream society. As such, they may represent 
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transformational actors that integrate sustainable worldviews and ways of life and 

make them knowable and livable for society at large.  

A pertinent question that needs to be addressed is how such ecovillage 

principles can and do take root in urban environments and how a holistic culture can 

become more widely adopted as a common ground for diverse ways of living not only 

in ecovillage environments.  
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Figure 1 

 
Image retrieved from: 

http://www.eoearth.org/view/article/51cbf3307896bb431f6ac12b/ 
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Figure 2 

 

 

 
 

Image retrieved from: 

http://www.37ds.com/commercial-validation.asp  
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Figure 3 

 

 

Culture is the tree as a whole. Focusing on the external layer of ways of life is like seeing 

the fruits of the tree: here culture is often seen as a resource for economic 

development, based on local traditions and identities. The different branches could be 

seen as the economic, social and environmental dimensions of social life. Focusing on 

substructure layer of worldviews is like seeing the roots that provide a solid base of 

core assumptions and values. The image also suggests that culture is dynamic, as it is 

growing according to historical conditions, can change or even ‘die’ if not nurtured 

enough, if ‘soil’ conditions deteriorate, or if other cultures mix with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A way of life is understood as language, lifestyles, rituals and 

conventions; as well as the institutions and norms that shape the arts, 

science and technology. This level constitutes the more external, 

tangible or visible dimension of culture. It is the embodiment of a 

worldview: the visible ‘tree’ of culture (with its economic, social, 

ecological branches) 

A worldview refers to the fundamental assumptions about reality, 

including beliefs about nature, human nature and the relationship 

between humans and nature; as well as values, purpose and identities. 

This level constitutes the internal, intangible and invisible dimension: 

the ‘roots’ of culture. 
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Figure 4 

 

 
 

In addition to including worldview as an independent pillar, the content of the 

‘sustainability mandala’ also indicates that what is part of the economic, social and 

ecological dimensions is already a culturally mediated choice, based on assumptions of 

what sustainability means. 

 

The diagram is taken from the Ecovillage Design Education curriculum of the Global 

Ecovillage Network website: 

http://www.gaiaeducation.org/index.php/en/publications/curriculum.html  



 25

 

 

References 

  

Alexander, S. (2010) Life after the Peak. Simplicity Collective. Retrieved on 10.06.2012 

from: http://simplicitycollective.com/life-after-the-peak 

 

Bain-Selbo, E. (2011) On the Ethical Possibility of Sustainability: A Challenge for Higher 

Education. Presentation To: Education for Sustainability Summer Institute 

 

Bortoft, H. (1996) The Wholeness of Nature. New York: Lindisfarne Press 

 

Braun, J. (2008) Food and Financial Crises: Implications for Agriculture and the Poor. 

International Food Policy Research Institute.  

 

Capra, F. (1997) Encounter at the Edge of the New Paradigm: A Dialogue with E.F. 

Schumacher. Enlighten Next Magazine. Retrieved on 10.06.12 from: 

http://www.enlightennext.org/magazine/j11/schumcapra.asp?page=2 

 

Christian, D. (2005) Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big History. University of 

California Press 

 

Dawson, J. (2006) Ecovillages: New Frontiers for Sustainability. Green Books 

 

Doubleday, N., Mackenzie, A. F. D., Dalby, S. (2004) Reimagining Sustainable Cultures: 

Constitutions, Land and Art. The Canadian Geographer: 48, 4, pp. 389-402 

 

Foucault, M. (1984). What is Enlightenment? (C. Porter, Trans.). In P. Rabinow (Ed.), 

The Foucault Reader, (pp. 32-50). New York: Pantheon Books 

 



 26

Global Ecovillage Network (2011) What is an Ecovillage. Retreived on 05.06.12 from: 

http://gen.ecovillage.org/ecovillages/whatisanecovillage.html 

 

Griffin, D. R. (1988) The Reenchantment of Science: Postmodern Proposals. Albany: 

SUNY P 

 

Haas, E. (1983) Words Can Hurt You: Or, Who Said What to Whom About Regimes? In: 

Stephen Krasner (ed.) International Regimes, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press.  

 

Hall, S. (1980) Cultural Studies: Two Paradigms. Media, Culture and Society: 2: 57-72 

 

Hawken, P. (2007) Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into 

Being and Why No One Saw It Coming. New York: Viking 

 

Hawkes, J. (2001) The Fourth Pillar of Sustainability: Culture’s essential role in public 

planning. Cultural Development Network 

Jackson, T. (2009) Prosperity Without Growth: Economics for a Finite Planet. 

Earthscan: New York 

 

Kagan, S. (2012) Toward Global (Environ)Mental Change: Transformative Art and 

Cultures of Sustainability. Heinrich Böll Stiftung. Ecology: 20 

 

Keller, D. R. (2009) Toward a Post-Mechanistic Philosophy of Nature. Interdisciplinary 

Studies in Literature and Environment 00.00 

 

Layne, L. L. (2000) The Cultural Fix: An Anthropological Contribution to Science and 

Technology Studies. Science Technology Human Values: 25: 492 

 

LeBaron, M. (2003) Cultural and Worldview Frames. Beyond Intractability. Conflict 

Information Consortium. Retreived on 05.06.12 from: 



 27

http://www.beyondintractability.org/bi-essay/cultural-frames 

 

Litfin, K. (2009). Reinventing the future: The	global	ecovillage	movement	as	a	holistic	

knowledge	community.	In:	Kütting, G. and Lipschtuz, K. (eds.) Environmental 

Governance: Power Knowledge in a Local-Global World. London: Routledge.  

 

Luhmann, N. (1990) The Autopoiesis of Social Systems. In: Essays on Self-Reference, 

New York: Columbia University Press.  

 

Marcuse, H. (1972) Counterrevolution & Revolt. Beacon Press 

 

McMichael, P. (2009) Contemporary Contradictions of the Global Development Project: 

geopolitics, global ecology and the ‘development climate’. Third World 

Quarterly, Vol. 30, No. 1, 2009, pp 247–262 

 

Ponting, C. (2007) A New Green History of the World: The Environment and the 

Collapse of Great Civilizations. Penguin Books: London 

 

Ray, P. (2010) The Cultural Creatives: We Are Everywhere – The "InnerView" with Paul 

Ray by Peter Moore. Alternatives (1) 

 

Redclift, M. (2005) Sustainable Development: an Oxymoron Comes of Age. Sustainable 

Development: 13(4): 212–227 

 

Rifkin, J. (2009) The Empathic Civilization. The Race to Global Consciousness in a World 

in Crisis. Tarcher 

 

Robinson, J. (2004) Squaring the circle? Some thoughts on the idea of sustainable 

development. Ecological Economics: 48: 369–384 

 



 28

Schein, E. H. (1992) Organizational Culture and Leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-

Bass 

UCLG (2004) Agenda 21 for Culture. 

 

UNGA (1987) Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our 

Common Future. United Nations General Assembly. Development and 

International Co-operation: Environment. 

 

UNGA (2012) Resolution adopted by the General Assembly: 66/208. Culture and 

development. A/RES/66/208. 

 

UNESCO (2003) The Power of Culture for Development. Retrieved on 10.06.12 from: 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/001893/189382e.pdf 

 

UNESCO (2012) How does UNESCO contribute to building a culture of peace and to 

sustainable development? United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization: Paris 

 

Welzer, H. (2011) Mental Infrastructures: How Growth Entered the World and Our 

Souls. Heinrich Böll Stiftung: Ecology: 14  

 

White, L (1974) The historical roots of our ecologic crisis. Ecology and religion in 

history. New York: Harper and Row, 

 

White, L. (1967) The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis. Science: Vol. 10: 1203-

1207 

 

 

 

 

 



 29

 

Urban Jungle: 

Green City Planning as an Attractive Concept for Megacities to Face 

Increasing Social, Economic, and Environmental Challenges 

 

Elise Droste and Jascha Bareis 

 

Abstract 

Over the last couple of decades, massive migration to urban areas caused significant 

growth of cities worldwide. Many urban areas exceeded the number of eight million 

inhabitants and are therefore regarded as so-called megacities. Due to the rapid pace of 

population growth, many of these megacities lack on a structural approach in 

sustainable city planning. Issues such as pollution and general social and 

environmental degradation were the consequences, which affected the well-being of 

inhabitants on a large scale. The present informative paper suggests a new approach to 

cope with these current problems: green city planning. Based on previous research 

conducted by various authors, it is argued that green roofs, green walls, and green 

spaces can pose a viable solution to environmental issues in megacities, while at the 

same time enhancing positive social, clinical, and psychological aspects for citizens. 

Further economic benefits, such as reduced energy consumption for buildings, 

increased life span of roofs, and city storm protection, offer cost saving potential in the 

long run. It therefore makes greening initiatives more feasible in the market area. 

Through an all-encompassing view on city greening, this paper presents several 

greening measurements. Assessments on the benefits and applicability are additionally 

provided with an eye kept on the future.   

 

 

1. Introduction 

In face of an increasingly rising world population together with a general 

migration trend, large urban areas are nowadays confronted with significant problems. 
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Cities, which exceed the number of eight million people, is also called a megacity (Haas 

& Neumair, 2013). The problems they have to cope with are a side effect of providing 

the necessary habitat for proper living conditions for its inhabitants. Being confronted 

with increasing immigration waves from rural areas, most megacities are unable to 

provide the required infrastructure and living capacities, especially in developing 

countries. If megacities grow in an unorganized manner, general environmental 

problems are evoked that are becoming increasingly urgent. These cities have to deal 

with traffic accumulation, an increase in industry, and higher energy consumption. 

Pollution is a consequence, which is, for example, reflected in gaseous pollutants in the 

air and higher toxicity rates in water facilities, such as ground- and storm water, but 

also nearby rivers or lakes, which serve as drinking water supplies. 

Other problem is urban heating due to heat-reflecting and absorbing surfaces, 

resulting in higher temperatures in megacity centers. Further consequences are noise 

problems, evoked by traffic and the dominance of hard and even surfaces, which are 

more likely to reflect sound. These hard and non-porous surfaces are in addition also 

problematic in relationship to storm-water runoff, which can accumulate and, if heavy 

precipitation takes place, result in destructive flooding. Hence, environmental 

degradation and pollution is a social and economic burden for megacities. On the one 

hand, it leads to increased health pressure for citizens and general social and 

psychological indisposition, which is seen in its extreme form in slums. On the other 

hand, it leads to consequences such as energy consumption, the decline of general 

health conditions of citizens, and also storm damage, illustrate the evermore-costly 

economic dimension for unsustainable city planning.  

Integrating nature into cities in terms of green roofing, green walling, and 

plantation measurements such as parks, recreational spaces, and wetlands, is a concept 

to approach these problems. The burden of the previous mentioned social and 

economic impacts are rising on a global scale, urging governments and policy makers to 

come up with clever and affordable solutions. Green city planning measurements can 

be a potential and promising remedy. 

In academia, scholars often argue from two different perspectives. On the one 

hand, nature and its services can be evaluated solely from a humane standpoint. This 
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anthropocentric perspective sees the benefits provided by nature as a utilitarian and 

quantifiable concept. It follows the premise that the better a natural service benefits 

humans, the more valuable it is. 

On the other hand, arguments can be formed from an eco-centric perspective. 

This point of view questions the existential division between human and non-human 

nature. Scholars, who follow this approach, deny to judge about the merit of any living 

creature. They argue that nature possesses a non-economical, intrinsic value (Grey, 

1993). The intangible aesthetic, identity, and cultural aspect of nature should not be 

seen as a resource, which is there to be quantified, nor should its existence be seen as to 

be exploited. As humans are also responsible for environmental degradation and 

pollution, they are implied to implement a policy that reinstalls and preserves 

ecosystems' functionality and biodiversity. 

In this paper, it is attempted to argue that these two standpoints do not need to 

be conflicting, but can complement each other. Green roofs, green walls, and green 

spaces can be important agents in doing so. They are integrated into an all-

encompassing view. These measurements will be presented separately, while outlining 

their social, clinical and psychological, and environmental services for private house-

owners and the public. These services and their applicability will be evaluated in a cost-

benefit evaluation. The aim is to spread awareness about the mostly disregarded fields 

of applications. From there, the future potential of their applicability in megacities is 

derived. The line of argumentation will lead to the conclusion that the integration of 

green city planning, namely green roofs, green walls, and green spaces, is an attractive 

concept for megacities to face increasing social, economic, and environmental 

challenges.  

 

2. The Services provided by Green Roofs 

Green roofs, walls, and green spaces such as parks, forests, and recreational 

spaces, contribute to the city, its inhabitants, and nature in various ways. Radical 

environmentalists who plead for the preservation of nature would consider this reason 

to be sufficient to integrate ecosystems back into cities. However, also arguing from an 

anthropocentric point of view, there are many benefits that the services of green roofs 
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and green spaces provide, which give enough incentive to install, grow, and preserve 

them. An opportunity to integrate greening measurements in megacities is green roofs. 

In its simplest form, a green roof consists out of an insulation layer, a waterproof 

membrane, a layer of growing medium, and a vegetation layer (Oberndorfer et al., 

2007). The potential is encouraging, as roofs represent on worldwide average 21% to 

26% of urban areas, both residential and non-residential (Getter & Rowe, 2006).  

Green roofs are distinguished between two major types, namely intensive and 

extensive roofs. Intensive green roofs can be seen as a gardening and living space, going 

beyond functional utility by additionally providing aesthetical and social value. In 

contrast, extensive roofs are kept simple and seen solely as a functional unit for 

achieving cost savings. Important as seen from an eco-centric standpoint, vegetation on 

rooftops provides an ecosystem habitat for microorganisms, insects, and birds. The 

installation of green roofs thus contributes to local biodiversity conservation 

(Oberndorfer et al., 2007). The degree of biodiversity and local species depend on the 

choice of plants used and the intensity of greening. Arguing from an anthropocentric 

point of view, the vegetation of building tops provide various positive effects for private 

house owners, but also for the overall city. 

In forests, about 95% of rainfall is absorbed, whereas only about 25% is absorbed in 

cities (Scholz–Barth, 2001). As megacities are dominated by even and hard surfaces, 

which are not impervious, storm water run-off accumulates in the streets and flows 

into groundwater or nearby lakes and rivers. These water facilities also serve as 

drinking water supplies and habitats for ecosystems. Moran and his colleagues argue 

that city storm water is highly polluted with oil, heavy metals, salts, and pesticides, 

harming wildlife and contaminating drinking water supplies (2005). Green roofs 

capture precipitation so that plants can use the water. Excessive water evaporates back 

into the air again. This process reduces annual storm water run-off of a roof by 60% to 

79% depending on substrate depth, composition, plant species, and the slope of the 

roof (Köhler et al., 2002). Even after the saturation of the vegetation media due to 

heavy rainfall, green roofs affect delayed and slower water run-off, which vary from 95 

minutes to 4 hours, giving sewing systems time to recover (Moran, Hunt, & Smith, 

2005).  
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The plants and the growing medium of a green roof also act as a filter. Water 

quality is improved through purification and cleaning process which removes 

pollutants. Nonetheless, research results indicate that some degree of pollutants, such 

as phosphorus and nitrogen, are even increased in the run-off water due to the choice 

of soil and fertilizer (Wong, Hogan, Rosenberg, & Denny, n.d.). More research can lead 

to mitigation of these effects. Altogether, the quality of run-off water depends highly on 

the selected growing media and the density of plantation (Oberndorfer et al., 2007).  

Another consequence of the predominance of dark and hard surfaces in cities is 

the urban heat island effect. Due to the little quantity of water available in soil for 

evaporation, solar energy is reflected and heats up city surfaces such as asphalt, leading 

to higher urban temperatures ranging up to 5.6 °C in comparison to surrounding 

countryside (USEPA, 2003).  With the implementation of green roofs, the degree of 

water evaporation is increased and a cooling effect takes place. This temperature 

decrease is higher on roof level than on the streets. Nonetheless, a simulation model 

initiated by Bass and his colleagues shows that if 50% of the roofs in Toronto were 

covered with green elements, overall temperature reduction would reach 2°C in some 

street areas (2003). Considering that the annual number of deaths provoked in the US 

through heat exposure is higher than the deaths caused by hurricanes, lightning, 

tornadoes, floods, and earthquakes combined, such temperature decrease is not 

redundant (Getter & Rowe, 2006).  

In addition to urban heat, megacities, especially in developing countries, suffer 

from massive smog contamination, provoking health damages to citizens. Via the 

carbonate and oxygen metabolism of plants, gaseous pollutants and particular matter 

get filtered out or stored in plant tissues and later washed away through the soil. 

According to a research carried out by the climate protection partnership division in 

the US, a 93 square meter extensive green roof removes about 40 pounds of particulate 

matter per year. This amount is roughly what 15 passenger cars emit yearly on average 

driving in the US (Wong et al., n.d).  

For private house owners the largest advantages of a green roof are energy 

savings and increased life-span of roofing membranes. Ordinary roof membranes 

become damaged and brittle through high sun exposure, as the resulting day and night 
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temperature fluctuations strain the materials through expansion and contraction. 

Fluctuations for a conventional roof rise up to 50 °C, whereas an extensive green roof’s 

diurnal fluctuation is only 3 °C (Connelly & Liu, 2005).  It is estimated that temperature 

moderation can extend the membrane life two to three times (Peck, Callaghan, Kuhn, & 

Bass, 1999). Furthermore, green roofs serve as an insulation layer, reducing 

temperature fluctuations which further results in an indoor cooling effect in the 

summer and a heat saving effect in the winter (Wong et al., n.d.). A research carried out 

in a multi storied residential building in Madrid indicates that especially the cooling 

effect can lead to high cost savings. The heating reductions from this extensive roof 

range from 0.12% to 0.2% and cooling reductions lie in between 6.2% to 6.4% (Saiz-

Alcazar & Bass, 2005). A decrease in internal building air temperature of 0.5 °C may 

reduce electricity use for air-conditioning up to 8% (Dunnet & Kingbury, 2004). 

Considering that buildings consume 65% of total energy costs for temperature 

regulation, green roofs have a considerable saving potential, especially in hot climate 

regions (Kula, 2005).  

  

3.  The Services Provided by Green Walls 

Another opportunity to install green plantations on buildings is the so-called 

vertical garden, or green wall. So far, these walls covered with plantation have been 

evaluated from an aesthetical rather than a functional perspective and solid research 

about the provided services is scarce. Bass and Baskeran carried out a case study about 

vertical gardens on the campus of the University of Toronto in 1996 (2001). The results 

indicate that, like green roofs, vertical gardens reduce urban heat temperature, energy 

consumption, and can also be expected to reduce storm water runoff. After all, green 

walls, in comparison to green roofs, differ slightly in their field of applications, as green 

walls are directly exposed to the street of a city. This location makes them especially 

attractive in the context of noise reduction, for example evoked by traffic. The hard and 

even surfaces of building walls are more likely to reflect sound, whereas the uneven 

shape of plants absorbs sound waves. At the airport in Frankfurt, Germany, a 10 

centimeter deep green roof reduced noise levels by 5 decibel (Dunnett & Kingsbury, 

2004). Such noise reduction effect can similarly be expected for green walls. 
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4. The Services Provided by Green Spaces 

With comparable effects but different advantages to make a megacity greener, 

are the urban green spaces, which are sometimes also called green infrastructure. They 

can be defined as natural, semi natural, or artificially introduced ecosystems within an 

urban area that, similarly to green roofs, provide beneficial services to its inhabitants 

(Zhou & Rana, 2012). The term is quite broad and includes many green areas such as 

parks, urban forests, and recreational spaces. They are often conceptualized as 

decorative purposes, but actually have positive repercussions on multiple levels that 

make them desirable to create. 

First of all, clinical and psychological benefits serve as one of the incentives to 

integrate urban green spaces. Multiple studies show a positive correlation between 

human well being and exposure to green spaces. There exist several factors that explain 

this relationship. The first factor is that, similarly to green roofs, vegetation of green 

spaces filter polluted air and reduce urban heat, thereby improving people’s health. 

Additionally, they provide an incentive for people to perform physical activities 

(Tzoulas et al., 2007). It is worth noticing that a general trend demonstrates a higher 

prevalence of allergies in urban areas than in rural areas. Even though a high number of 

factors have an explaining capacity with regard to the difference in prevalence, the two 

main statistically significant factors explaining the difference are air pollution from 

vehicle emissions, which "have been correlated with the increasing prevalence of 

respiratory allergies" (Nicolaou, Siddique, & Custovic, 2005), and exposure to nature.  

Furthermore, experimental studies indicate a general but significant reduction 

in stress levels when people are brought in contact with nature, as well as an increase 

in self-regulation of mood (Grahn & Stigsdotter, 2010). Such exposure is also known to 

reduce the risk of a range of cardiovascular diseases and cancers, diabetes, and blood 

pressure (Zhou & Rana, 2012). Moreover, patients generally undergo a quicker 

recovery of illnesses and surgeries (Grahn & Stigsdotter, 2010). The presence of green 

spaces offers an escape from people’s daily worries and often encourages self-reflection 

(Chiesura, 2004). Hence, the sole experience of seeing or being in green spaces seems 

to promote human well being.  
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From a social perspective, green spaces also seem increasingly desirable. 

Extensive green roofs may already represent an opportunity for greening within the 

city, but green spaces are actually accessible and can thus create opportunities for 

recreation and add aesthetic value to the city (Tzoulas et al., 2007). A counter argument 

to the latter value of urban greening is that the aesthetics might not be maintained 

during the winter months as the greenery disappears. However, when considering the 

services of green plantation measurements, all of them except for shade, are in any 

manner maintained and will therefore continue to be of indirect use to the city 

(Obendorfer et al., 2007).  

Another service green spaces provide is the promotion of social ties. Studies 

show that people choose areas with nature as their preferred social environments 

(Tzoulas et al., 2007). Green spaces are therefore more eligible to facilitate social 

contact than urban environments and enhance a sense of community (Tzoulas et al., 

2007; Zhou & Rana, 2012). Furthermore, exposure to green areas enhances an 

improvement of educational and working performances of children and adults, since it 

triggers imagination and creativity (Zhou & Rana, 2012). These various psychological 

and social gains are not relevant to green roofs, since they can hardly be seen by the 

general public. Green walls, on the other hand, can attribute a city with psychological 

assets of well-being through plant exposure, just as green spaces.  

Besides the intangible impacts of green spaces in urban areas, there are also 

more practical uses in terms of protection. Natural disasters, such as hurricane Sandy 

that left devastating traces in New York City on the 29th of October 2012, urge 

governments to take measurements for storm protection (NASA, 2012). New ideas to 

create wetlands within the city are developed with the incentive to protect megacities. 

Instead of implementing storm protections such as drainages and dams, these natural 

wetlands can equally help to prevent flooding. An example of protection that wetlands 

can provide is the capacity of soil to soak up storm water, which is similar to the 

capacity of green roofs. In extreme cases, this will not be sufficient to prevent floods 

from occurring, but it makes it much easier to control them. This idea has already been 

applied to Toronto, where flood lands were created to catch the rainfall of hurricane 

Hazel (De Sousa, 2003). Lastly, green spaces also provide shade and cooling during the 
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warm, sunny months. Plus, it retains some of the warmth of the city in the winter. Yet, 

an important precondition to the effective occurrence of these effects is a sufficient 

large surface area dedicated to green space. Looking at the effect green roofs have on a 

city’s temperature, it can be deducted that a sufficient increase in green space on street 

level will have an equally large or an even larger effect.  

 

5. Evaluation of the Services 

Seen from both an eco-centric and an anthropocentric standpoint, green spaces, 

walls, and roofs provide many benefits in multiple areas. From an economical and 

practical point of view, however, it has to be applicable and economically reliable. Cities 

all over the world find themselves in different climatic, economic, social, and political 

situations. Due to this fact, implementing ideas, such as those that have been discussed 

so far, might be challenging and even ineffective. It is therefore important that future 

research brings up insights on how to adapt certain ideas as to make it a viable solution 

specific to each city. In regards to applicability of green roofs, the plant selection 

criteria are a crucial point as the weather conditions on rooftops are harsh. Plants are 

exposed to extreme temperatures, drought periods, and high wind speeds (Dunnett & 

Kingsbury, 2004). Native plants are not always suitable to survive in harsh rooftop 

conditions and on thin substrate layers of green roofs. Such plants, in turn, can be used 

in relation to green spaces as they contribute to local biodiversity conservation. 

Extensive research on green roofs in different climatic conditions has been undertaken 

since the 1980s and with different substrate depths, showing that for extensive roofs 

succulent plants such as various sedum types are most suitable (Oberndorfer et al., 

2007). They are very resistant, spread quickly, and can survive drought periods up to 

two years. Such characteristics make extensive green roofs also applicable for extreme 

dry climates around the world (Teeri & Gurevitch, 1986). In relationship to the urban 

heat effect, a research conducted by Alexandri and Jones revealed that "the hotter and 

drier a climate is, the greater the effect of vegetation on urban temperatures" (2006, 

p.492-493). Urban temperatures in humid climates also benefit from green surfaces, 

but to a lesser degree. If more research will be conducted in relationship to insulation 

savings and storm water run-off, then more will be known about the applicability in 
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different climatic conditions.   

Roofs are also considered to be highly ideal to place photovoltaic (PV) solar 

panels on to generate electricity, especially in sunny climates. It would depend on the 

priorities and needs of the megacity whether to use its roofs for greening or for PV 

solar panels, but there is a possibility for a compromise. The solar cells, which convert 

light into energy in a solar panel, perform most efficiently under cool circumstances. 

The surface area can easily heat up to high temperatures around 80 °C and can result in 

a loss up to one third of its efficiency (Zahr, Friedrich, Kloth, Goldmann, & Tributsch, 

2010). Since green roofing causes less fluctuation in surface radiations of the roof and 

provides a cooler condition, the combination with solar panels may be an optimal 

solution (Scherba, Sailor, Rosenstiel, & Wamser, 2011).  

Hence, the decisions to create green spaces, roofs, and walls depend on the way 

they are valuated.  All-encompassing cost-benefit analyses, which cover the private and 

public benefits, are scarce. However, a lot of research has been done on the individual 

benefits green roofs provide for private house owners. Building owners can directly 

benefit from reduced energy use, reduced storm water management fees, and increased 

roof life if they install a green roof. A life-cycle cost analysis carried out in the climate of 

Singapore revealed net savings of 14.6% for extensive green roofs in comparison to 

conventional roofs (Wong, Tay, Wong, Ong, & Sia, 2003). This life-cycle analysis did not 

even cover benefits for the city and nature. Intensive roofs can be expected to be more 

costly, as the aim is to provide an accessible gardening space, which requires higher 

installation costs and intensive maintenance. The same counts for green walls, where 

trellis with soil aggregates need to be installed. Since public green spaces do not lie in 

the market area, because their installation belongs to governmental responsibility, little 

research has been done on their economic benefits. Yet, a study on the rainwater-runoff 

reduction due to green spaces in Beijing reveals interesting information in this regard 

(Zhang, Xie, Zhang, Zhang, 2012). It demonstrates that different types of green spaces 

have a diverse range of effectiveness in rainwater-runoff reduction, based on their 

capabilities to soak up water. It was calculated that the maintenance cost of all green 

spaces in Beijing was estimated higher than its monetary value. However, this 

calculation is only based on the service of rainwater-runoff reduction and ignores 
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psychological, social, and other environmental assets. If these were also included into 

the monetary calculation, the sum would far outweigh the maintenance costs (Li et al., 

2005).  

The economic benefits derived from integrating green spaces also vary between 

different areas within a city. In Beijing, for example, the proximity of green spaces is 

taken into account into the housing price and compensation rules for building them (Li, 

Wang, Paulussen, & Liu, 2005). Real estate areas thus economically benefit more from 

green spaces than industrial sites.  

It can be concluded that, depending on the desired result, greening initiatives 

are not always the best solution. High reflectance roof membranes, for example, reduce 

the heat-island effect more effectively than green roofs (Scherba, Sailor, Rosenstiel, & 

Wamser, 2011), although they do not produce a solution to storm water management 

(Obendorfer et al., 2007). Reduced storm water run-off will save the city from storm 

flooding destruction costs. Furthermore, a decrease in the urban heat island saves 

overall air-conditioning costs in the summer and reduces cases of illnesses provoked 

through heat exposure, which in turn results in cost savings for health-care systems. 

Peck, for example, argues that if only 6% of the roof surface area in Toronto was green, 

the impact on storm-water retention would be equal to building a $60 million storage 

tunnel (2005). Such subtle, but very potential, cost benefits are mostly disregarded. 

Considering all the aspects, the cost savings of green roofs, walls, and green spaces lie 

in the long-term, which make them more complex to quantify. They cover cost 

reductions in multiple fields of public services, which policy makers are mostly not 

aware of, resulting in reluctance to engage in greening initiatives.  

More general obstacles that hinder greening projects are lack of scientific 

knowledge, financing problems, and scarcity of resources for management of 

coordination, planning, and maintenance (Li et al., 2005). For example, even though 

research has shown that extensive green roofs are profitable, private owners are 

hesitant to install them, because they miss practical and technical information on how 

to do so. Although the participation of all actors such as that of private house owners 

contributes to the health of a megacity, the main actors in this multi-leveled issue are 

the governments. They need to foster incentives for green installations in the private 
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sector through cost reductions and subsidies, which has already been done in Germany 

and Canada (Getter & Rowe, 2006). To avoid a lack of knowledge or management, 

governments could invest more into research and education. Furthermore, information 

for the private sector could be provided via uploading databases about technical and 

practical information. This would facilitate and encourage private plantation.  

 

6. Looking into the Future 

It is estimated that 65% of the world’s population will be living in urban 

environments by 2025 (Li et al., 2005). Due to the considerable increase of 

urbanization, the cities become denser. As a consequence, the construction of green 

spaces in city centers will become more difficult and costly. Green roofs, which do not 

occupy additional building space, are therefore especially suitable to confront some of 

the problems of dense megacities. There is a high potential in the market of green roofs 

as growing rates increase. In Germany, for example, growing rates in the last ten years 

varied between 10% and 15% (Getter & Rowe, 2006). This development will lead to 

lower prices, which is a very attractive prospect for future investments. As people are 

slowly acquiring a more sustainability-orientated mentality, it will become increasingly 

profitable from a business perspective to comply with green development as it 

improves the corporate public image. An example is Ford Motor Company, who 

installed a 42,900 square meter green roof and became the subject of much media 

attention (ibid.). City planning projects and the construction of new buildings should 

involve architects and construction workers who are aware of the environmental 

implications green initiatives provide. They can help to integrate possible solutions into 

urban planning. For projects such as these, local governments are the major actors, 

providing guidelines and incentives to promote green city building and planning. 

 

Another aspect for future application, where so far little attention has been 

drawn to, is indoor greening. Future designs and architecture of buildings could try to 

implement green planting, applying the positive psychological and social effects of 

plants on human well-being to in-door spaces and buildings. An example of what a 

building of a megacity could look like in the future is the 'BIO campus' in project in 
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Istanbul, Turkey. Besides "light-reflecting colors, various water features" (World 

Architecture News, 2012) and other structures that make the building more 

sustainable, the design includes greening by planting lush vegetation inside and 

outside. This way, the temperatures are kept cool naturally and it contributes to a 

pleasant atmosphere (Zimmer, 2012).  

 

Other futuristic ideas address the autonomous supply of food and water of a 

building and its citizens. Applications of sustainable ideas such as farming in megacities 

and purifying storm water run-off to drinking water through plants and soil are 

currently restricted because of complications due to air pollution. With further 

research and the application of current knowledge, harmless effects will probably be 

mitigated, enabling such ideas to become possible and practical. Such futuristic ideas 

are an opportunity to think outside of the box and find creative ways to make a 

megacity more pleasant, safe, healthy, and environmentally friendly.  

 

7. Conclusion 

Megacities are dominated by glass, bricks, and concrete. They are areas in which 

humans have almost complete control over their surroundings and where greenery is 

strictly contained. Integrating nature more within megacities is a visionary approach, 

entailing that city and nature are two concepts, which do not stand in each other's way, 

but are fully compatible. Combining cities and nature, also in terms of bio-systems and 

bio-diversity, can lead to a harmonic cohabitation. It is a philosophy that shall foster the 

view that humans do not necessarily need to see nature as a simple, utilitarian concept 

that is solely there to exploit, but to follow the idea that nature also possesses an 

intrinsic, aesthetic, and identity value. But even arguing purely from an anthropocentric 

point of view, introducing nature back into these cities in the form of green roofs, walls, 

and spaces is profitable in the long run. Further solid cost-benefit research, which 

encompasses all-inclusive private and public benefits, will help to integrate a better 

valuation of the greening measurements and their services and encourage future 

investments. In addition to economical assets, they have positive effects on social and 

psychological well-being and contribute to nature preservation. Nonetheless, whether 
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the anthropocentric or the eco-centric standpoint is used to form arguments, green city 

planning has a large potential in the future.  

The fact that all actors, namely governments, businesses and citizens, can only 

gain from this rising green sector, should encourage overall investment. Besides cost-

benefit calculations, extended research should be undertaken in the field of 

applicability. Data should be extended to various outcomes of benefits, depending, for 

example, on climate or plant and soil selection. Governments could spread awareness 

and foster incentives in forms of subsidies, communication with architects, and cost 

reductions, so that already existing ideas have the opportunity to be put into action. 

Moreover, accessible databases could provide useful technical and practical 

information for businesses and private house-owners.  

Even though this paper is directed at megacities, some of the proposed solutions 

to environmental issues megacities are dealing with can be applied to many urban 

areas. Since city planning is not a universalistic concept due to possible territorial, 

environmental, social, economic, and political dynamics, research on the potential of 

applying city greening will vary between different urban areas. Ultimately, increasing 

the well-being of humans and nature is a goal on a global scale, which can only be 

achieved by mass compliance and commitment. Uncovering the all-embracing effects 

and taking into account the long-run perspective, it can be concluded that green city 

planning is an attractive concept for both the present and the future. 
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From Rio to Durban: 

EU Actorness within UNFCCC 

 

Vanessa Hofeditz 

 

Abstract 

This paper analyses the reasons for the fluctuations of EU actorness within the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), looking at four different 

Conferences of Parties (CoP): Rio, Kyoto, Copenhagen and Durban. It applies the 

concept of actorness established by Jupille and Caporaso who propose four criteria that 

need to be present to be an independet actor: recognition, authority, cohesion & 

autonomy. This study claims that EU actorness within UNFCCC improved slightly over 

time with decline in Copenhagen. However, one can still not call the EU an actor as 

powerful as a state. The main reason for this has been lacking autonomy from member 

states.  

 

 

1. Introduction 

"Given the nature and magnitude of the challenge, national action alone is insufficient 

(…). No region can insulate itself from these climate changes. That is why we need to 

confront climate change within a global framework, one that guarantees the highest level 

of international cooperation." 

Ban Ki-moon 

 Secretary General of the United Nations 

 

Just as Ban Ki-moon expressed it in the quote above, is has become increasingly 

obvious within the last 40 years that environmental problems transcend national 
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boundaries and can no longer be fought against by states alone. The theory of the 

greenhouse effect, the major cause of climate change, has been discovered already in 

the 1890’s (McCormick, 2011, p. 280). Yet, the existence of climate change has been 

scientifically disputed for a long time. Nowadays few people deny it due to proven 

rising global temperature and an increasing amount of natural catastrophes. The 

extreme weather and melting of the polar ice caps in the beginning of the 21st century 

made climate change a topic of global public and political concern (Vogler, 2011, p. 

356). Vogler and many more experts even argue that climate change has been the most 

important issue ever faced by humankind (p. 348).  

 If as noted above climate change cannot be fought against by single states, then 

also a group of states like the EU is inefficient, because for a global problem global 

action is required. Therefore, during the Rio Summit of 1992, the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was created to unite all countries 

for the fight against emissions. By now it is one of the most multifaceted system of 

international environmental governance. Albeit the EU’s organizational problems and 

lacking coherence, it managed to acquire a leading role in the development of the 

climate change regime (Vogler, 2011, p. 349).  

However, the EU leadership within UNFCCC has not been constant but went 

through many changes. It is especially interesting to investigate the changing role of the 

EU, since it is not a state but a union of countries, which can however be very powerful. 

This paper analyzes the reasons for the shifting EU actorness, looking at four different 

Conferences of Parties (CoP): Rio, Kyoto, Copenhagen and Durban. It applies the 

concept of actorness established by Jupille and Caporaso who propose four criteria that 

need to be present to be an independet actor: recognition, authority, cohesion & 

autonomy. This study claims that EU actorness within UNFCCC improved slightly over 

time with decline in Copenhagen. However, one can still not call the EU an actor as 

powerful as a state. The main reason for this has been lacking autonomy from member 

states. However, this study bears limits as to the used theory and depth of analysis. 

Firstly, this paper introduces the actorness theory of Jupille and Caporaso. 

Afterwards, the relationship between EU institutions and member states are elaborated 

upon. Secondly, EU actorness at the four above-mentioned conferences (Rio, Kyoto, 
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Copenhagen and Durban) is discussed. Thirdly, the development of EU actorness over 

the years is lined out.  Before the conclusion, limitations of the used theory are 

discussed.  

2. Theoretical Background 

This chapter introduces the theory of actorness as well as the interaction and power-

relations between the EU institutions and national governments in European politics. 

The notion of actorness matters, because it outlines the effectiveness of the EU in 

international relations. It may not directly cause effectiveness, but actorness is an 

important pre-condition for being active and successful in international relations. 

 

2.1 The Concept of Actorness 

Already in the 1960’s the notion of actorness developed as a response to an increase of 

other actors than states in international relations. Sjöstedt (1977) defined actorness as 

“the ability to function actively and deliberately in relation to other actors in the 

international system” (p. 16). Over the years two main streams of actorness emerged. 

Bretherton and Vogler use three criteria: presence, opportunity and capability. 

However, these are known to be broad and problematic to measure empirically. That is 

why for this study the theory of Jupille and Caporaso (1998) is being used, who 

developed criteria for measuring the observable and continuously altering interactions 

of the EU in international relations.  

 The first criterion, Recognition, is the minimum condition needed to be present 

in the global political sphere. Generally, it is about the “acceptance of and interaction 

with the entity by others” (p. 214). De jure, the EU is not automatically recognized, 

because it is not a state. Therefore, it needs formal membership in an international 

organization, which is often only relucantly granted. De facto, however, as soon as a 

third party cooperates with the EU instead or on top of cooperating with one or more 

EU member states, one can say that the EU fulfills recognition. The more the EU 

collaborates with other states, the more it gets socialized and accepted thus creates its 

own identity (p. 215). 
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Authority, the second criterion, is the EU’s “legal competence to act” (p. 214). 

This is built via member states that delegate authority to the EU institutions, mostly in 

form of treaties (p. 216). Naturally, the EU actorness is strongest when operating under 

exclusive competence (Pedro do Coutto, 2010, p. 98).  

The third criterion, Autonomy, is traced by institutional distinctiveness and 

independence, especially from other actors like states. This independence is visible by 

unrestricted goal formation, own decision-making and autonomous implementation. 

However, it is difficult to guess the EU’s autonomy, as there are many ways that 

member states can have influence, for example through the Council of Ministers or the 

working committees of the Commission. In the field of environmental negotiations, 

there are also many “negotiations-within-a-negotiation”, because often no one has the 

sole competence for implementation (Jupille & Caporaso, 1998, p. 218). The next 

section explains more about it. 

As last criterion, Cohesion describes “the degree to which an entity is able to 

formulate and articulate internally consistent policy preferences” (p. 214). Because the 

EU is more than a regime and less than a federation, an indicator for cohesion needs to 

be proper to this level. The EU is very complex, thus it can also act with changing 

degrees of cohesion. Horizontal conflicts between different member states or EU 

institutions as well as vertical conflicts between the EU institutions and member states 

can threaten cohesion and if such clashes are present, the EU is less capable of acting (p. 

219). 

 

2.2 The Relationship between EU Institutions and Member States 

This section gives a short overview of how EU institutions and member states interact, 

since this influences the EU’s actorness and autonomy.   

 Member states have always played a very important role in EU politics. They not 

only represent their national aims in the European Council and Intergovernmental 

Conferences, but also in lower committee structures. Besides that, they are key actors 

for the implementation of all policies in their country. Over the time, EU treaties made 

Qualitative Majority Voting the major voting system, taking away some of the power of 
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states. However, the most important decisions are taken unanimously by the Heads of 

States, making them very powerful. Nowadays, EU competences in different policy 

fields are exclusive, shared or supportive. Only with exclusive competence the EU has 

the right to act without the agreement of member states. There is an on-going debate 

whether EU integration leads to a more intergovernmental or more supranational 

union. The field of climate change is a shared competence, leading to an influential 

position of member states in all issues related (Nugent, 2010). 

 One sees that member states are of high importance for European politics and 

international negotiations. Thus, this paper takes into account this aspect while 

analysing the EU’s actorness in the following chapters.  

3. EU Actorness at UNFCCC Conferences 

This chapter analyses EU actorness at the four mentioned UNFCCC conferences. It does 

so by first summarizing the content of each conference and then applying one after 

another the four criteria of actorness. 

 

3.1 The Beginning: The Earth Summit in Rio 

The following section analyses the EU’s performance as an actor at the Earth Summit, 

known as the first global summit about sustainable development. 

The UN Conference on Environment and Development, also called Earth Summit, 

took place in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro. One of the important outcomes was the 

establishment of UNFCCC, entering into force in 1995 and marking the start of the 

international climate change regime (Vogler, 2011, p. 364). For the EU, it has been 

argued, is the presence in Rio a relevant case for investigating its function in global 

environmental negotiations (Jupille & Caporaso, 1998, p. 221). Therefore, this analysis 

starts with the EU’s performance in Rio. 

The EU outlined its strong opinion on achieving timetables and targets for 

emission reductions already before the start of the conference. It aimed at establishing 

credibility through leadership by example. Setting such high goals contributed to its 

recognition by others states and organisations (Vogler, 2011, pp. 361-364). Officially, 
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the EU had the non-voting viewer status within the UN framework, but the EU started 

questioning this, since it received further competences in the field of climate change 

through the Single European Act (SEA) (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 7). During the 

preparatory meeting of the Rio conference it has been disputed, but in the end there 

was an agreement by the UN General Assembly that the EU receives full participatory 

status as a Regional Economic Integration Organisation (REIO), thus having the same 

rights as member states (Jupille & Caporaso, 1998, p. 222). This goes in line with the 

general assumption that the EU is more than an international organization, because it 

develops law that is directly binding for its member states (McCormick, 2011, p. 263). 

A milestone for European authority in external relations was the ERTA 

(European Agreement on Road Transport) Case 22/70 in 1971. It laid foundation for 

the Commission’s capability to represent the whole EU in international environmental 

negotiations in fields where internal environmental policy competence was reached 

(Vogler, 2011, p. 353). However, even though ERTA supported EU’s authority, shared 

competences for final decisions disrupted its actorness. Climate change, for example, is 

a field of shared competences and therefore requiring signatures of both the EU and its 

member states (Rhinard & Kaeding, 2006, p. 1204). Not only climate change was 

discussed in Rio, also topics, which vary from shared to exclusive competences were 

touched, such as development aid, biodiversity and forest resources, (Jupille & 

Caporaso, 1998, p. 221). In order to prevent chaos, the Council decided that in exclusive 

areas the Commission would represent and negotiate, whereas in mixed areas it is the 

Council Presidency (Sbragia, 1997, p. 28). However, this could not circumvent an 

ambiguous and vague behaviour in mixed areas of competence (Jupille & Caporaso, 

1992, p. 222). 

Concerning institutional distinctiveness, the EU was very present in Rio due to 

its big delegation, but the Commission President Jaques Delors could not enjoy the 

same acceptance as the US President. Additionally, important figures like Ken Collins, 

chairperson of European Parliament Environment Committee, and Environment 

Commissioner Carlo Ripo di Meana were not present, because of several frustrations 

with the conference beforehand. That is why all in all the institutional distinctiveness of 
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the EU was weaker than it could have been (pp. 223-226). Also the independence was 

fragile, since mixed agreements needed to be established.  

What contributed to cohesion was the Portuguese presidency’s smooth 

cooperation with the Commission that was supported by the clear separation of tasks 

(Brinkhorst, 1994, p. 613). Before the conference, a UN General Assembly resolution 

asked for national reports. The EU handed in a common report produced by the 

Commission, showing consistency (Commission of the European Communities, 1992). 

This convincing and uniting report was supported by several policies of member states 

about the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and also had a strong impact on the 

powerful position of the Commission during the conference (Mc Cormick, 2011, p. 281). 

However, there were horizontal disagreements between EU Member States, for 

example whether a carbon tax should be part of the UN framework or not. Other 

difficulties hindering higher policy goals were concerns about loss of sovereignty, the 

disagreement of powerful industries, struggle to fairly allocate emission-abatement 

among member states and the disappointment about countries like the US. 

Consequently some member states also created their own national plans (pp. 283-284). 

At the Earth Summit one could observe a certain degree of actorness of the EU. 

All factors were present, but in very diverging degrees due to control of member states 

(Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 10). Nonetheless, for the fact that it was the first big meeting 

in this political field, the EU showed a strong presence and a well-prepared action. The 

following section shows how EU actorness developed in Kyoto five years later. 

 

3.2 Kyoto – on the Way to a Binding Agreement 

This section analyses the actions of the EU at the third Conference of the Parties (CoP) 

in Kyoto from the perspective of the EU’s actorness.  

The CoP3 in Kyoto in 1997 managed to produce a binding protocol and marked 

a qualitative shift from emission stabilisation to emission reduction. The EU’s initial 

proposal of a cut by 15% of all developed countries was blocked by states that export 

oil, but it achieved a deal on targets and timetables among the developed countries: 7% 

the US, 6% Japan and 8% EU countries. An agreement could be reached that “using the 
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baseline of 1990, a set of differentiated emissions targets would be achieved by the first 

commitment period, 2008-2012” (Vogler, 2011, p. 366). First opposing it, the EU finally 

accepted the flexibility mechanism proposed by the US. The ratification endured seven 

years and the Kyoto Protocol entered into force in 2007. By then it was proven that 

even if the Kyoto targets were met, this would not significantly help to fight climate 

change (ibid.).  

The de jure recognition of the EU was proven in 1992 with the adoption of the 

UNFCCC, when it became an official member as a REIO. Therefore, since Rio, de jure 

recognition did not change (Vogler, 2002, p. 5). De facto recognition was present, 

because big nations like the US or Japan interacted with the EU just as with other states. 

In Kyoto.  for the first time in history of UNFCCC, the final negotiations were held 

between the US, Japan and the EU (Mühleck, 2010, p.14). Also article 4 of the Kyoto 

Protocol “allowed the EU and its member states to meet their targets jointly through a 

different commitment among the member states” (McCormick, 2011, p. 288). This bold 

statement is a clear sign of recognition. 

Formal authority did not alter since Rio (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 11). The 

Maastricht Treaty increased provisions of the Single European Act (SEA) by mentioning 

sustainable development, introducing majority voting in this area and establishing the 

European Environmental Agency. All this strengthened the EU’s focus on 

environmental issues as such, but did not influence the EU’s authority to bargain within 

the UNFCCC (Mühleck, 2010, p. 12). One major change from Rio to Kyoto was that 

Kyoto dealt exclusively with climate change, an area of shared competence, which 

resulted in member states refusing to give the Commission a negotiation mandate 

(Groenleer & Van Schaik, 2007, p. 985). This had a big influence on the negotiating 

power of the EU. In addition, constantly changing Council Presidencies hampered the 

development of a long-term strategy and stability (Lacasta, Dessai & Powroslo, 2002, p. 

370). Contrary, high-level advice of the European Commission to the Presidency proved 

that the EU enjoyed at least informal authority (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 12).  

Regarding institutional distinctiveness, the EU had a small delegation lacking the 

Commission President and Head of State of Luxembourg holding the Presidency, but 

the Commissioner for Environment and Environment Minister of Luxembourg were on 
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spot. This caused weak autonomy of the EU (p. 14). There were several problems of 

independence of the EU: Since the Council Presidency represented the EU, the member 

states wanted to have as much control as possible. Besides that, it took hours of 

negotiations to build a new mandate. Such long discussions caused delayed decision-

making and lost time in daily coordinating meetings (Mühleck, 2010, pp. 12-13). 

It was the EU’s aim to have a common agreement ready prior to Kyoto in order 

to strengthen its cohesion (Oberthür, 2006, p. 68). Therefore, preparing for Kyoto, the 

Environment Council Meeting in March 1997 considered a 15% reduction of CO2 

emission using 1990 as a base. This meeting decided on the “burden sharing 

agreement”, which sets out different reduction targets for different states (McCormick, 

2011, p.284). This agreement also made the EU to the major leader in Kyoto showing 

tactical cohesion (Oberthür, 2006, p. 68). Also horizontal cohesion was present, since 

member states increasingly followed the common voice of the Council (Uldall Heidener, 

2011, p. 14). This in turn lead to a decline in negotiating parties, gave more power to 

the EU and made it possible to achieve concessions from Japan and the US and 

supported strong outcomes in Kyoto (Oberthür, 2006, p. 69). 

The actorness of the EU in Kyoto was stronger than in Rio, though still not 

entirely developed. The European Union could develop its external representation 

through strong recognition, authority and cohesion. Only the autonomy was weak due 

to a small delegation and independence problems. The next chapter shows how the EU 

behaved as an actor during the Copenhagen conference in 2009.  



 57

3.3 Copenhagen – the Decline of EU Actorness 

This section focuses on the famous CoP15 in Copenhagen and analyses the behaviour 

and internal relations of the EU.  

Copenhagen 2009 was the UNFCCC conference towards which most 

expectations existed. The election of Barack Obama, who promised to take climate 

change seriously, gave hope to a successful summit. The objective of Copenhagen was 

to develop a “comprehensive, ambitious, fair, science-based and legally binding global 

treaty” (Vogler, 2011, p. 370). Beforehand, the EU supported its leading role by 

proposing a unilateral offer of 20% emission reduction by 2020, increasing up to 30% if 

other developed countries joined. On top of that, the EU promised a funding of € 7,2 

billion for achieving the targets of less developed countries. In contrast to these 

promising expectations, the slow progress of the UN working groups already showed 

that these goals would be hard to achieve. In the end, Copenhagen was a big 

disenchantment for the EU. The so-called ‘Copenhagen accord’ was not legally binding 

and only noted instead of adopted. It also did not include any binding emission targets 

and no agreement on replacing Kyoto (pp. 370-371). 

The formal recognition in Copenhagen was just as before - the REIO 

membership of the UNFCCC (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 16). However, one major 

difference was the presence of the European heads of states during the final decision-

making. This particularly influenced the informal recognition of the EU. On the lower 

levels of negotiation, the EU was highly accepted. Commission officials observed that 

the EU was seen as a strong and competent negotiator that was approached as a whole 

instead of the member states. Additionally, NGOs recognized the EU as one actor during 

formal and informal meetings. However, once the final decision-making came closer 

and heads of states entered the field, this recognition decreased (p. 17). One main 

reason for this shift was the isolation of leaders from the UK, France and Germany, who 

often spoke for themselves. Therefore, also the Swedish Prime Minister, at that time 

leading the Council Presideny, lost the position to represent the EU, since he was often 

left out (Groen & Niemann, 2010, p. 13). Not even the attendance of Commission 

President Barroso changed the situation (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p.18). In a leaking 
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audio report it was proven that the three leaders negotiated for the EU during a highly 

important informal meeting (“Kopenhagen Protokolle”, 2010). 

The entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, which stated climate change as of one 

of the priorities of the EU and created the new DG CLIMA (DG Climate Action) and a 

separate DG Energy, gave hope to increased EU authority (Vogler, 2011, p. 372). 

However, the formal authority was restrained just as in Kyoto, since the Council 

Presidency had the mandate to speak instead of the Commission (Lacasta et al., 2002, p. 

368). Generally, the Commission improved its standing from Kyoto to Copenhagen, 

because it was added to the Troika in 2001 (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 18). The Irish 

Presidency in 2004 introduced issue leaders and lead negotiators which consist of 

member state- and Commission officials representing the EU on behalf of the Council 

Presidency. Informally, those leaders managed to become leading negotiators during 

the conference (Oberthür & Roche Kelly, 2008, p. 38). On the other hand, the same 

problem with the heads of state existed as for recognition: Sarkozy, Merkel and Blair 

were taking over the authority role from the Troika (“Kopenhagen Protokolle”, 2010). 

With regards to institutional distinctiveness of the EU during CoP15, the 

Commission had a comparatively good representation with many experts who were 

also leading some negotiations (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 21). In practice, the EU 

representatives could only held very reserved and supported negotiations, because 

cohesional disparities between member states lead a fragile independence of the EU 

insitutions from its member states (p. 30). This lacking autonomy contributed to the 

failure of the EU to adopt its preliminary stratagem. Also, the fact that the US, China, 

India, Brazil and South Africa lead the negotiations of the Copenhagen Accord, with 

only very small influence of the EU, underlines the EU’s lacking autonomy to keep its 

leadership position (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p. 23). 

As mentioned above, missing cohesion played a role of upmost importance for 

the EU’s actorness in Copenhagen. The 2007 enlargement made coherence and quick 

action more difficult, since the Union was “capable of moving only at the speed of the 

slowest member state” (Vogler, 2011, p. 353). Merkel, Brown and Sarkozy speaking in 

their own national opinion ruined the EU’s cohesion (p. 372). Before the conference 

there was horizontal cohesion between the member states with the common goal of a 
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determined climate agreement that would replace Kyoto in 2012 and safeguard the 

EU’s leadership (Groen & Niemann, 2010, p. 10). Unfortunately, this was only on the 

surface overshadowing internal disputes about the outcome (Vogler, 2011, p. 371). 

Since new member states were anxious to be obliged to spend more than they can, 

further controversial topics were forestry and climate funding for developing nations. 

As a result, the EU mandate was not strong and lacking a clear financing agreement 

(Groen & Niemann, 2010, p. 12). Also vertical cohesion was problematic. Member states 

like Poland and Estonia were clearly against binding reduction targets, since coal is 

their main energy supply, whereas the Commission was a leading advocate of it 

(“Negotiators at Climate Talks”, 2009). 

In conclusion, the actorness of the EU in Copenhagen was weak in comparison to 

prior conferences. Whilst at Kyoto European states were eager on referring powers to 

the EU, the contrast was happening in Copenhagen. The lacking cohesion had an 

unfavourable effect on autonomy and overall a strong negative impact on actorness. 

Even the fact that for the first time in UNFCCC history heads of state were present, did 

not help to strengthen the outcome, but worsened it. The following chapter informs 

about the latest UNFCCC conference in Durban in the end of 2011 and the changes in EU 

actorness it brought about. 

 

3.4 Durban – Roadmap to full EU Actorness and a Better Future? 

This section introduces the latest CoP17 in Durban, which is known for its success. It 

will be discussed how far the EU’s actorness was present in this conference.  

After the disappointment of Copenhagen and a promising CoP in Cancún in 

2010, the CoP17 in Durban in December 2011 was hoped to find a follow-up 

mechanism once Kyoto would expire in 2012. Durban was named a success due to the 

establishment of the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action, suggested by the EU, 

outlining a legal framework that requires climate combat by all parties until 2015. This 

was historic, since for the first time an agreement was worked on that. Furthermore, it 

decided on a second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol, to fill the gap until 
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2015, and put into operation the Green Climate Fund for developing nations (“Durban 

Conference”, 2011). 

The EU, after many years of being one of the main negotiators during UNFCCC 

negotiations, has been fully recognized as an actor in Durban. The International 

Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD), one of the major reporting NGOs 

reporting on international climate negotiations, always refers in their earth bulletin to 

the EU and never to single Member States of the Union. This shows that they recognized 

them as an independent actor and also acknowledged their one voice (“Durban 

Highlights December 3”, 2011). Furthermore, the EU was recognized as a good ally by 

the African Group, Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), and Least Developed 

Countries (LDC) during the final negotiations (Schwägerl, 2011). 

Legally and concerning the EU’s authority nothing has altered since Copenhagen, 

since no change in EU treaty took place and also the status of the EU at UNFCCC 

negotiations stayed the same. Thus, the EU in form of the Polish EU Presidency had the 

mandate to speak on behalf of all member states. It was observable that the EU acted as 

an autonomous player. The EU spoke with one voice and together with Cyprus made a 

very important amendment to Annex I, including Cyprus in it (Framework Convention 

on Climate Change, 2012). During the final days of the conference, both the EU 

Commissioner for Climate Action Connie Hedegaard as well as the Polish Minister of 

Environment, Marcin Korolec, spoke on behalf of the EU confirming their view that a 

roadmap leading to a globally binding agreement was needed (“Durban Highlights 

December 6”, 2011). 

In the EU negotiations leading to Durban, there have been some internal 

divisions between member states caused by the financial crisis and different priorities 

single states had. There have been those being in favor of very high emission targets 

(30%) due to establishing future technologies, establishing local jobs and global 

reputation for the EU (e.g. UK, Germany, Denmark) whereas especially Poland holding 

the Presidency supported lower targets to prevent high costs for industry and 

consumers (Netzer & Gouverneur, 2011, p. 17). However, those differences did not 

hinder the EU to put forward a common standpoint before the CoP 17 in Durban 

started: The EU strongly believed that an ambitious, comprehensive and legally binding 
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global climate change treaty which engages all major economies is needed (“Climate 

change”, 2011). They proposed a roadmap stating that until 2015 binding targets 

would be achieved which then come into force by 2020. This proposal in the end turned 

into the main outcome of the conference. On top of that, during the opening speeches, 

Germany, Belgium, France and many more countries stated their association with the 

EU’s position. This is a clear sign for goal cohesion. In the final part of the conference, 

according to IISD, the EU kept to their initial goal of the roadmap and confirmed again 

strong cohesion (“Durban Highlights December 5”, 2011). 

To sum up, even though there have been some internal conflicts before the 

conference, the EU has shown developed actorness during CoP17 in Durban. All four 

criteria were fulfilled and the EU showed a strong leading presence during these 

climate negotiations. Polish Environment Minister Marcin Korolec put the outcomes 

into fitting words: “That is a significant success of the Polish presidency of the EU 

Council together with the European Commission, the European Union and the global 

community as a whole'' (“EU Council Conclusions”, 2012).  

4. Development of EU Actorness 

The upcoming lines develop a hypothesis on patterns of EU actorness that advanced 

between 1992 and 2011 at those four investigated UNFCCC conferences. Looking at the 

four assemblies and changes in actorness, one sees that the EU actorness generally 

improved over time, interrupted by an intermezzo in Copenhagen.  

As the prior analysis has shown, there is no conference where all criterions of 

actorness have been entirely fulfilled. Even though Durban came very close, there were 

internal differences between member states that during preparations hindered unity 

(Netzer & Gouverneur, 2011, p, 17). This shows that even though the EU had full 

participatory status at UNFCCC conferences, it still could not reach the same actorness 

that states have. However, over time it came closer to being an actor and only the 

conference in Copenhagen interrupted this positive development. This tendency can be 

connected to the deepening of European economic and political integration over the 

last 20 years, with treaty changes favoring EU actorness and intensifying the one 

European voice. 
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The first criterion recognition did not alter much over time. Since the EU 

received the status of a Regional Economic Integration Organization (REIO) and thus 

full participatory status already before the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992, the EU has 

been positively recognized from the beginning of UNFCCC (Jupille & Caporaso, 1998, p. 

222). In the upcoming decades this status did not change and the EU was accepted as a 

valuable negotiating partner. Only in Copenhagen did the presence of European heads 

of states weaken its recognition, since the EU lost its common standing and started to 

be increasingly fragmented (Uldall Heidener, 2011, p.18). Connected to the 

developments mentioned above, also the authority of the European Union stayed over 

the four conferences mostly constant, with a slightly positive development. With the 

ERTA case in 1971 the EU gained legal power to represent its member states externally 

where internal competences were reached. However, at this point themes discussed 

were mainly shared competences (e.g. climate), which caused a vague behaviour due to 

divided abilities. Treaty changes of Maastricht and Lisbon put climate change as a topic 

more strongly on the agenda, but the lack of negotiating power because of missing 

mandates and shared competences overshadowed the positive treaty changes 

(Mühleck, 2010, p. 12). In Durban the Presidency had the mandate to talk on behalf of 

the EU, which lead to positive authority at this conference. Hence, positive and negative 

features constantly marked the progress of the EU’s authority. 

The weakest criterion of EU’s actorness has been its autonomy. Throughout 

UNFCCC history the EU suffered from not being a state and being highly dependent on 

its member states. Additionally, the size and composition of the delegation had a high 

impact on the autonomy, since it changed the power relations between institutions and 

people. When the Presidency was well represented, it automatically gained momentum, 

the same for Commission or Heads of States. Due to powerful Presidencies and Heads of 

States in Copenhagen was the EU’s (Commission’s) autonomy persistently weak, 

whereas Durban showed one autonomous player with a common goal and voice (Groen 

& Niemann, 2010, p.29).  

The EU’s cohesion fluctuated immensely over time, which in turn influenced the 

actorness as such. In Rio cohesion was mixed, since there were positive common goals 

and smooth cooperation between the Commission and Portuguese Presidency, while 



 63

horizontal disagreements between member states about details existed (Brinkhorst, 

1994, p.613). With the “burden sharing agreement” presented in Kyoto, the EU showed 

strong consistency, which made it to one of the major leaders of this conference 

(Oberthür, 2006, p.68). The EU Eastern enlargement in 2007 however influenced 

negatively European unity, since they could only move as fast as the ‘slowest’ member 

state, which also caused many horizontal and vertical conflicts (“Negotiators at Climate 

Talks”, 2009). Two years later in Durban the EU could overcome prior internal 

divisions and achieved its proposed road map by sharing the same aim and goal. Hence, 

the member states interests had a strong influence on the EU’s cohesion. 

To sum up, this study has shown that EU actorness at UNFCCC conferences 

improved over time, but only slowly and with many fluctuations. Table 1 serves as a 

visual summary of this research. One can observe the strong influence member states 

have on this development. Following, the willingness of member states to transfer 

rights and power to the EU is the main condition for achieving actorness within 

UNFCCC.  

 

 

 

5. Limitations of this Study 

Based on this research, not all arguments can be included into the theory of actorness 

by Jupille and Caporaso. The authors themselves claim that the assessment of the EU’s 

role in global politics creates many pragmatic challenges, due to problems of definition, 

changing interests of Member states and quick transformations in world affairs (Jupille 

& Caporaso, 1998. p.213). Even though one can find patterns fitting into this theory, 

one should not forget the importance of influence the different criteria have on each 

other. Additionally, it is challenging to decide which criterion is of which importance. 

The used theory is a good framework for a short study like this, but for having a deeper 

analysis of this topic, one should develop or set new measurements. On top of that, to 
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have a complete study, one would need to go more into the internal level of member 

states and EU institutions, which was out of the scope of this study. Generally, it is 

complex to analyze behavior from the outside without knowing from first hand internal 

developments. Therefore further research on this topic would be appropriate. 
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6. Conclusion 

This paper has shown that the EU’s actorness at UNFCCC conferences has improved 

slightly over time, but was constantly dependent on the member states’ willingness to 

transfer powers to the EU and to support a shared vision and goal. Therefore it 

supports the claim, that the EU can only be an actor on its own, if member states 

support the EU on this way by cooperating instead of following their own path. This 

strong member state’s influence has been visible throughout the four investigated 

UNFCCC conferences. 

As this analysis has demonstrated, the four criteria used in the theoretical 

framework of Jupille and Caporaso developed into different directions between the 

Earth Summit in Rio in 1992 and the latest UNFCCC CoP17 in Durban. Recognition 

stayed nearly constantly positive, since the granting of full participatory status to the 

EU as a Regional Economic Integration Organization (REIO) in 1992 laid the legal 

recognition basis that did not alter over the years. Only in Copenhagen recognition 

decreased due to the presence of heads of states who took over the leadership from the 

EU. Also the EU’s authority stayed persistently mediocre and only improved in Durban. 

Shared competences as well as missing mandates explain such average authority of the 

EU. The autonomy was the weakest criterion throughout the conferences, supporting 

the claim that the often missing institutional distinctiveness of the EU and active 

control by member states were major reasons for the EU’s fragile actorness. From Rio 

to Copenhagen the autonomy was very fragile, but Durban proved the opposite. The 

cohesion of the EU was highly fluctuating, since cooperation between different 

Presidencies and the Commission altered and also the EU enlargement brought 

additional burdens to the one European voice. Copenhagen showed most cohesion 

difficulties, due to the Eastern enlargement and a lacking common goal.  

To sum up, the general increase of EU actorness within UNFCCC conferences is a 

positive development that also went hand in hand with further economic and political 

integration. It remains to be seen whether current developments and the Eurozone 

crisis will lead to further integration or disintegration and how this in turn will 

influence the EU’s actorness in international negotiations. 
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Annex 1: Table 1: Development EU Actorness at UNFCCC Conferences 

(Based on the research of this paper) 

 

 Rio Kyoto Copenhagen Durban 

Recognition + + ≈ + 

- high goals 

- EIRO status 

 

- strong 

cooperation with 

US & Japan 

- EIRO status 

- isolation of 

heads of states 

- acceptance on 

lower level 

- experience 

- cooperation with 

African Group, 

AOSIS & LDC 

Authority ≈ ≈ ≈ + 

- ERTA 1971 

- vague behaviour 

in mixed areas of 

competence 

- Maastricht 

increased SEA 

provisions 

- informal 

authority 

 

- Lisbon: climate 

becomes priority 

- no Commission 

mandate 

- heads of states 

prevailed 

- no legal changes 

after Copenhagen 

- Presidency had 

mandate to talk 

Autonomy - - - + 

- big EU delegation 

- Jaques Delors not 

much accepted 

- weak autonomy 

- small EU 

delegation 

- control of 

member states via 

Presidency 

- delay in 

decision-making 

- good 

Commission 

representation 

- reserved 

negotiations due 

to cohesion 

discrepancies 

- lacking 

autonomy lead to 

failure 

- one voice 

- one autonomous 

player 

- one shared goal 

Cohesion ≈ + - ≈  
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- smooth 

cooperation 

between 

Commission and 

Presidency 

- common EU 

report 

- horizontal dis- 

agreements 

between member 

states 

- national plans 

- EU leader 

through “burden 

sharing 

agreement” 

- horizontal 

cohesion between 

member states  

- one voice with 

increasing power 

- 2007 

enlargement 

made high goals 

difficult 

- internal 

horizontal and 

vertical disputes 

- no strong 

common goal and 

outcome 

- prior internal 

divisions could be 

overcome 

- in Durban: one 

aim and goal 

- EU’s roadmap 

was proposed and 

achieved 

 Key: + (positive);  - (negative);  ≈	(mediocre) 
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Abstract 

In the European Union, the implementation deficit arises when Union legislation is 

implemented at varying degrees or not at all. This problem is a common occurrence in 

the field of EU environmental policy. Although results of the directive are binding, some 

Member States do not comply with their obligation. In this article, the cases of the 

national implementation of the Restriction of Hazardous Substances Directive (RoHS) 

in the Member States Germany and United Kingdom are examined. It sets out to 

describe the influence of national regulatory styles and structures in the two countries 

on EU law implementation. Through the lens of historical institutionalism, this paper 

asks the question: “why are some member states able to implement EU directives more 

easily than others?”. The article argues that since it is more similar to the EU regulatory 

styles and structures, the German government can implement environmental policy 

more easily than the UK government. Consequently, an implementation gap occurs, not 

through the Member States‘unwillingness to comply, but due to limited capabilities to 

implement. 
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1. Introduction 

Throughout the European Union (EU), there exists the problem of an implementation 

gap or deficit. National implementing measures are texts which are “officially adopted 

by the authorities in a Member State to incorporate the provisions in a directive into 

national law” (European Commission, 2011). Article 288 of the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union states that a directive shall be binding, as to the 

result to be achieved, upon each Member State to which it is addressed, but shall leave 

to the national authorities the choice of form and methods. The implementation deficit 

is the issue of policies being implemented at varying degrees, late, or, in some cases, not 

at all. This occurs in spite of the fact that directives are binding and that there are 

certain procedures in place to bring Member States (MS) to justice if they do not 

comply with their obligations to implement. 

This paper aims to explain why some countries are able to implement directives 

in time and some are not. To illustrate this point, environmental policy of the EU, a field 

in which implementation gaps are predominant, and one particular directive is 

focussed on. In February 2003, the EU adopted 2002/95/EC: the restriction of certain 

hazardous substances in electrical and electronic equipment, or, the Restriction of 

Hazardous Substances Directive (RoHS). The objectives are legal harmonisation and 

protection of human health, both consumer and manufacturer, and the environment by 

applying restrictions to components of electrical goods in a world of ‘throw away’ 

technology. The implementation of the RoHS directive will be looked at in MS Germany 

and the UK. Environmental policy making and governance from the 1980’s, up to the 

initial creation of the RoHS directive in 2003 in Germany, the UK and EU provides the 

basic structure of the paper. Through doing this, the paper seeks to answer the 

research question: why are some MS able to implement EU directives more easily than 

others? The claim being that some countries have a similar governmental and policy 

structure to that of the EU and thus are able to implement directives more easily than 

those MS which have less similar policy structures. A historical approach is crucial in 

explaining a number of questions: how did the different policy and government 
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approaches come to exist today in Germany, the UK and the EU? Why are they different 

in Germany and the UK? Is this a factor of the implementation deficit? Arguably, some 

countries are simply better prepared than others structurally to implement a directive 

quickly: hence, the problem of the existence of an implementation gap or deficit.  

Mbaye (2001) found that structural reasons, such as poverty or inefficient 

bureaucracies, can mean that problems arise during implementation. Using the multi-

level governance theory, she also points out that the more actors with different 

interests involved, the more problems arise (Mbaye, 2001, p.264). Mastenbroek (2003) 

examines the complexity of directives. Multiple new measures which need to be 

introduced complicate transposition (p.377). She emphasizes the ‘goodness of fit’ 

theory, or, the “degree of compatibility between EU and national policies and 

institutions” (p.378). This is related to Knill and Lenschow’s (2003, 2011) argument 

that if states have to dramatically change structures to gain the capacity to implement, 

their implementation performance will be worse than those MS which are a better ‘fit’ 

to the requirements of an EU directive. Using a historical reasoning, the inference is 

that MS have pre-determined capabilities due to historical context and actions – 

accordingly they cannot implement at the same time as each other, particularly if the 

EU policy approach is more ‘tuned’ to some states than others.  

First, the methodology and theory will be explained. Part 2 is an explanation of 

the two countries’ styles of governance and policy making, describing and comparing 

the regulatory styles and structures of Germany and the UK.  Then the paper will 

examine the progression of environmental policy and the implementation of the RoHS 

directive in Germany, the same will be looked at in the following section but with a 

focus on the UK’s history and approach. Afterwards, the two countries and how they 

are related to the style and structure of EU environmental policy are discussed. This is 

in order to illustrate the differences in Germany and the UK’s structures and 

subsequent abilities to implement environmental directives. The final section will give 

the overall concluding remarks and findings of the study.  

 

 

 



 75

1.1 Methodology 

After the RoHS directive was created, Germany was able to implement faster than the 

UK. These two countries are large and influential MS. Particularly in regards to 

environmental policy, a non-implemented directive in a large MS is more disastrous 

and dangerous; environmental policy is not successful unless all states comply. 

Accordingly, the conclusions of this paper are meaningful and significant for the entire 

EU. In the respective sections, the history of the development and shaping of policy 

trends and approaches in Germany, the UK and the EU are analysed. Afterwards, how 

the RoHS directive was implemented indicates why it was implemented at various 

speeds; this is a reflection of their past policies and degree of harmonisation with the 

EU. The country analyses serve as evidence of the differing structures explained in part 

2. This paper mostly refers to the practical implementation of the RoHS directive as 

opposed to only examining the legal implementation in order to assess the full 

transposition.  

The primary and secondary sources which are used throughout the study have 

been retrieved through Internet and archival research. Secondary literature, both 

German and British, builds the paper’s argument, making the conclusions more 

meaningful due to the existing academic literature on and evidence of the EU’s 

implementation deficit. EU Commission White papers, directives and reports, 

particularly reports on the progress of the directive and those from the DG 

Environment, have been studied to better understand how the directive was formed 

and how environmental policy develops; this indicates the type of approach the EU has 

to this policy field. Historical studies, newspapers, statistics and other indicators to how 

environmental policy has evolved in Germany, the UK and the EU are vital to this study.  

The paper’s research question requires an historical-institutional approach as 

patterns of ‘behaviour’ of the British and German governments, and of course the EU’s, 

will prove if established norms and practices determine how a MS performs when 

implementing an EU directive. Historical institutionalism (HI), as one of the forms of 

new institutionalism, is based on a certain definition of institutions. Different from the 

organizations commonly known under the term, such as the EU institutions, Hall 

(1996) defines institutions as “formal or informal procedures, routines and norms and 
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conventions embedded in the organizational structure of the polity or political 

economy” (p. 938). Examples of such institutions could be a nation’s constitution, a set 

of laws or a policy approach. Historical institutionalists base their research on a few 

particular assumptions. Firstly, there is an ongoing conflict in politics for scarce 

resources. States themselves are not single, neutral entities but consist of several 

institutions able to influence this struggle (Hall, 1996, p. 937 f.). Secondly, institutions 

in general favour some parties over others (Hall, 1996, p.941 and Immergut, 1998, p. 

8). Thirdly, institutions create ‘paths’ which public policy can follow; they create the 

context in which political decisions are taken (Immergut, 1998, p. 22). This concept 

described as ‘path dependence’ is built upon the idea that past institutions influence 

future developments; restated: “what happened at an earlier point of time will affect 

the possible outcomes of a sequence of events occurring at a later point in time” 

(Sewell, 1996, p. 262-3).  

On the one hand, past developments (previously taken paths) can entail that the 

government will continue in the same way. As argued by Pierson (2000), governments 

are highly likely to follow the already taken path due to the logics of increasing returns. 

Since the costs of changing the path to an alternative are very high (political as well as 

economic costs), actors are highly likely to stay on the path they are following. 

Therefore, the longer the actor stays on the path, the less likely he is to change (p.252). 

However, on the other hand, previous policies can have the exact opposite effect. Seeing 

the non-effectiveness of the past approach, governmental actors might change their 

behaviour and leave or change the path. Thus, the fourth assumption is that critical 

junctures exist: changes of behaviour, sometimes also initiated by historical events or 

changes in institutions, divide the path that had previously been followed. They create 

new paths which can then be followed by the government. Furthermore, harmonisation 

through common EU legislation changes the institutional context in which the national 

governments act. Through aligning the legislation in environmental policies, national 

actors have fewer possibilities to follow their past approach independently. HI is 

therefore useful in analysing the causes of the implementation deficit in order to see if 

capabilities and structures which have evolved and exist in Germany, the UK and the EU 

mean that some MS are more able to implement directives in time or faster than other 
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MS. HI is applied to the events leading up to and of the RoHS directive to test if the 

concept of path dependence holds true for the development of the respective 

environmental policies and subsequent ability to implement. 

 

2. Germany and the UK’s policy approaches and governance 

In order to understand why Germany and the UK implemented the RoHS directive at 

different times and also adding to the discussion of a MS implementation gap in 

general, these countries’ respective regulatory approaches and governance in 

environmental policy must be examined. The UK has typically created policy using the 

regulatory approach of cost-benefit analysis (CBA). CBA is rooted in the concept of 

economic efficiency in the respects of the requirement that any goal must exceed costs 

for any course of action, and that, where possible, goals should themselves be 

determined by reference to a maximum excess of benefits over costs (Pearce, 1998). 

This approach is more economically orientated than Germany’s approach. Despite the 

fact that CBA is widely practiced by many countries, it still remains a controversial tool. 

In current times, it must be noted that the UK government predominantly uses CBA in 

environmental policies and much less so in other policy fields.  The controversy of this 

approach in the environmental field lies in the cost orientated policies which 

emphasise the quality of the environment as opposed to the quantity of pollutants. It is 

the view that the environment can absorb a certain degree of damage without any 

harmful side effects arising (Knill & Liefferink, 2007). 

Germany’s environmental policies also take into account a form of CBA, 

Wirtschaftliche Vertretbarkeit (economic viability), which is the proportionality of cost 

and gain. However, in contrast to the UK, how the environment should primarily be 

governed is a technology-orientated consideration. “Regardless of local conditions 

which might vary (e.g. the state of the environment or the economic situation of an 

industrial firm) the ‘best available technology’ (BAT) should be used uniformly in order 

to reduce the emission of pollutants” (Knill & Liefferink, 2007, p.36). This is very much 

in line with the environmental policy principles of precautionary and prevention. Both 

stipulate that action should be taken before damage to the environment arises (ibid). 

The damages to the world should be avoided in advance; dangers to health and 
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environment should be detected early by comprehensive research. It also means to 

develop, in all sectors of the economy, technological processes that significantly reduce 

environmental burdens (O’Riordan & Cameron, 1994). 

Further disparities between the UK and Germany’s approach to environmental 

policy can be found in their regulatory styles and structures. Regulatory style is defined 

as patterns between administrative and societal actors, the mode of state intervention 

and level of administrative interest (Knill & Lenschow, (2011). The two types of style 

are interventionist and mediating regulatory styles: command-and-control and limited 

flexibility versus self-regulation and discretion (ibid). The definition of command-and-

control which will be used hereafter is the direct regulation of an industry or activity by 

legislation that states what is permitted and what is illegal (McManus, 2009). The 

‘command’ is the standards by a government authority that must be complied with; 

‘control’ signifies negative sanctions that may result from non-compliance (Baldwin, 

Cave & Lodge, 2011). Regulatory structure is focussing on whether governance is 

centralised or decentralised and assessing the level of administration coordination and 

control. The UK government’s regulatory style is characterised as a mediator. Typically, 

flexible environmental policy instruments are favoured which allow greater discretion 

and take into consideration particular circumstances such as local environmental 

quality, available technology and the economic situation of the regulated polluter (ibid). 

Policy shapers in the UK tend to form informal relationships with public actors which 

can influence bargaining and the negotiations are then relatively separate to the 

government. On the other hand, the German regulatory style is of the interventionist 

type. Germany is the European leader in terms of command-and-control environmental 

regulation and insists on uniform substantive standards (ibid). Negotiations between 

authorities and industry in Germany take place “under the shadow of the law” (p.597). 

This means that these types of negotiations take place under the watch of the 

government and access for third parties is quite limited (Winter, 1996).  

In terms of regulatory structure, both could equally be characterised as 

decentralised and fragmented. However, the UK is decentralised in the sense of sectors 

of government, as in the case of the Department of the Environment (DOE) which has 

devolved implementation competencies to a whole range of different inspectorates and 
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authorities at the central and local level. There is no hierarchical control of local day-to-

day activities by central government, implying high variation of local authority 

performance throughout the country (Steel 1979: 34; Weale 1996). In Germany, 

however, the decentralisation is rooted in the federal structure. There is a division of 

competences between the federal (policy formulation) and regional level 

(implementation and practical application), although these are obviously interlocking 

under the umbrella of the federal government. The difference in regulatory styles and 

structures is illustrated more simply in Table 1. It is important to say that these 

different approaches in Germany and the UK have resulted in about the same amount of 

pollution reduction, although the political costs have been significantly lower in the UK 

than in Germany (Kollman & Prakash, 2001). This paper sets to examine if the UK or 

Germany’s approaches are more similar to that of the EU’s and if this is the cause of the 

implementation gap.  

  

2.1Germany and the RoHS 

To understand why Germany implemented the RoHS directive faster than the UK, the 

regulatory style and structure and its history as a ‘green’ MS shall be examined. To 

implement this directive into national law, the German government created the 

‘ElektroG’ law, which entered into force in August 2005. This act combined the RoHS 

and the Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment (WEEE) directives.    

The aim of the WEEE directive was to decrease the rising amount of electronic 

goods waste through increasing the producer’s responsibilities. ElektroG addresses two 

different groups: the consumer and the producer of electronic equipment. Consumers 

are informed, by the local authorities, of their obligation to bring electronic waste to the 

collection point provided by these authorities. Producers face a more complex set of 

tasks. Firstly, the products must be labelled with a logo which makes it easier for 

consumers to recognize products which have to be recycled. Furthermore, every 

producer has to register with the authority responsible before introducing new 

products onto the market. Under the guidelines provided, producers must ensure that 

their products are easy to recycle and do not contain any of the hazardous substances 

stipulated in Article 4 of the ElektroG act. Furthermore, Article 6 of the ElektroG states 
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that all producers must provide a guarantee that they will reimburse all the costs 

occurred from handling their products when brought back to be recycled. Products 

must have the producer’s permanent logo on them, in case infringement of the ElektroG 

standards is detected. That way, the infringing company can be found more easily. 

Although the RoHS directive was intended to be implemented by the MS by 

August 2004, Germany implemented the directive one year later. As the RoHS directive 

is highly complex and detailed, this delay is somewhat understandable.  As Knill and 

Lenschow (1998) state, one reason why some MS have difficulties implementing 

directives is that their administrative structure does not have the capacity to fulfil the 

requirements of EU policies quickly enough. If administrative structures are not fully 

established and then have to be altered dramatically to adhere to the EU directives, it 

can delay the implementation process. Likewise, the implementation process moves 

quickly if only comparatively minor organizational changes are required for already 

existing structures. Germany was able to transpose the directive relatively fast. This is 

because the governance and administration system already has the necessary 

structures and capacity for directives such as the RoHS. Due to Germany’s formal 

decentralization (Knill et al., 1998), the ElektroG law was decided upon at the national 

level but the implementation, or practicalities, was carried out at the regional and local 

level. Moreover, Article 9 of the ElektroG law stipulates that local waste disposal 

organizations have to organize how the waste is collected. This made the overall 

implementation easier as the practical arrangements could be delegated to the local 

authorities; the existing authorities were given new tasks but no new authorities had to 

be created. Germany’s interventionist approach supports a ‘command and control’ type 

of regulatory rules. This is reflected in the ElektroG law as there are strict measures 

which have to be followed by the companies producing electronic products. They have 

no discretion in fulfilling the requirements as they are not allowed to bring their 

products onto the European market if they do not comply with the standards. This 

creates high pressure on producers which are affected by the RoHS. However, as 

companies have to abide by the law and there is no mediation or negotiation between 

the government and each industry, the implementation process is quite fast.  
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 A further derivative of the German approach can be found in the historical 

development of environmental policies. Typically, Germany is considered a highly 

industrial and hugely populated country; this entailed serious problems of air and 

water pollution. Especially in the 1980‘s and the 1990‘s, the environment and its 

policies gained attention. Events like the Waldsterben (deforestation) in the 1980´s 

created a climate of concern for the protection of environment in Germany. Acid rain, 

which was suspected to have caused the deforestation, fuelled actions against air 

pollution.  The Party “Die Grünen”, Germany’s green party, also gained support. Even 

though Germany’s reunification in 1990 distracted the policy focus away from the 

environment to a certain extent, the 1986 nuclear accident in Tschernobyl and the 

debate on climate change had provided a base for further action in environmental 

matters (Jänicke, 2009). Moreover, water pollution, in rivers such as the Rhein or Elbe, 

and increasing air pollution made stricter and faster measures necessary. However, 

German environmental policy has not been successful in protecting natural diversity 

(Markham, 2008) which could reduce its “green” image. 

 The policy path which Germany has historically taken, and still continues along 

today, makes an abandoning of this approach unlikely. Historical events and choices 

which the government at the time made, have determined Germany’s modern 

interventionist approach. Environmental organisations gained influence in the past 

decades and now hold a strong position in policy creation. It would be difficult for the 

government to adopt a more mediating style as German policy is focused on uniform, 

state governed policies throughout the country. This is all more easily obtained by a 

command-and-control approach. Due to the German administrative system, the 

government had an automatic capacity and means by which to implement the RoHS 

directive and incorporate it into existing structures and therefore national law.  

 

 

2.2The UK and the RoHS 

In the UK, the RoHS directive was implemented through The Restriction of the Use of 

Certain Hazardous Substances in Electrical and Electronic Equipment Regulation 2006 
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and is closely related to the WEEE Directive. The law was introduced by the Parliament 

in October 2005, intended to apply to the whole of the UK. It came into force on the 1st 

July, 2006. The implementation process of the Regulation was supervised and enforced 

by an executive agency of the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), the National 

Weight and Measurement Laboratory (NWML) (Willson, Williams & Kemp, 2010, p. 

338). The British government supported efforts to facilitate the practical 

implementation for stakeholders and national enforcement bodies. Nevertheless, 

several transposing problems within the UK remained. In this section of the paper, the 

UK’s general position in regards to the implementation of EU environmental policies is 

investigated to explain the implementation delay in the UK. 

 The directive is clear in its targets, namely the harmonization and protection of 

human health. However, within the industry sector, preventative assumptions and 

definitions are expressed to a lesser extent (Martin, Mayers and France, 2007, p.213).  

Therefore, the exact meaning is left to interpretation, the directive does not 

straightforwardly say how MS must monitor and enforce it to achieve compliance. In 

the UK, further agencies were announced to supervise the compliance with RoHS which 

left them great discretion (Willson, Williams & Kemp, 2010, p.337). The group of 

assessment bodies self-regulates and deals with complaints and issues in cooperation 

with the NWML to bolster RoHS compliance (ibid, p.141). However, through the 

emphasis on ‘self-declaration’ in the system, problems arise. Without being asked to 

provide documentation over compliance to the authorities, producers are not obliged 

to do so. Only when the relevant technical information documents are demanded, the 

companies have to provide them within 28 days (Commission Final Report, 2008, 

p.131). When the documentation is not presented, fines rising up to £5000 can be 

enforced and even an unlimited fine can be demanded (p.142). Nevertheless, both 

pressure by British authorities and documentation are lacking for the RoHS 

implementation (Willson, Williams & Kemp, 2010, p. 326 & 338). 

The mediating style used by the British government means that no exact method 

to monitor producer compliance is used. The decentralized structures entail the risk of 

exploitation by producers. Typical for British environmental policy, the idea of self-
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regulation is linked to the CBA. The RoHS brought costs for both the producers and the 

government which had to set up teams to conduct market surveillance in order to 

detect non-compliant producers. The task of practical transposition was given to 

agencies, which means that the administrative burden for the government and the 

expenditures are kept to a minimum. The problem of a complete and all-encompassing 

adoption of directives is not a new or isolated case in the history of the UK’s 

environmental policies. The UK government conducts as a mediator; thereby the 

emphasis is on self-regulation by producers. The UK’s means of governance is not to be 

confused with a badly exercised policy style, it is merely a product of determining 

factors from the past.  

Britain was the first industrialized country in the world. The initial focus of the 

industrialization was on the benefits to the economy rather than the possible negative 

environmental effects. This choice of action has filtered down to its performance today, 

in relation to path dependency theory. Despite the economic focus, a serious problem of 

pollution emerged in the modernizing Britain. This problem was tackled by a case-by-

case approach due to varying degrees of pollution and the fact that it was harder at that 

time to measure pollution. In the past, environmental actions in the UK have also 

proven to be “pragmatic rather than radical; tactical rather than strategic; reactive 

rather than proactive” (Lowe & Flinn, 1984, p.254).  Environmental policies were 

handled by “a whole range of different inspectorates and at the central and local level” 

(Knill & Lifferink, 2011, p.597). These structures resulted in personal negotiations 

between local authorities and producers and had a great influence on flexibility (ibid, 

p.598). No centralised supervisory body that ensured homogeneous implementation 

was created; the department placed in charge for enforcement takes full responsibility. 

Today, measures undertaken to ensure implementation and compliance are 

independent from hierarchical structures and the enforcement body acts autonomously 

(ibid, p.598). Further differences can be found surrounding the precautionary principle 

(‘acting in advance’). It is one of the main principles in environmental policy that 

carries some controversy in UK environmental policy. As previously stated, the British 

government has the stance that the environment can take certain levels of pollution 
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before it becomes harmful. It is also dependent on individual circumstances, taking into 

account “the cost of the preventative technology and the economic situation of the 

company” (Knill & Liefferink 2007). The UK’s path dependency of its history in 

environmental policy making has determined the decentralised, individual case 

approach of today. Although in recent times the UK’s focus on environmental 

protection has raised remarkably, the actual improvement and the challenge to untie 

from a merely cost orientated approach seems to be difficult. The implementation of 

the RoHS directive demonstrates the UK’s path dependency, since past structures still 

determine recent behaviour. 

 

2.3 EU policy making trends and approaches in relation to Germany and the UK 

To compare the EU environmental policy approach with the German and UK approach, 

this part of the paper analyses the history of EU environmental policy. The continuous 

change of the policy approach, regulatory style and structure of EU environmental 

policy illustrates how CBA and BAT contributed to the formation of the EU’s current 

policy approach. Comparisons can be drawn between the EU and Germany and the UK 

respectively. European environmental policy has its beginning in the early 1970s, with 

the first Environmental Action Plan (EAP) in 1973 (Hey, 2005, p. 18). It was mainly 

concerned with basic environmental issues, like the prevention and reduction of 

environmental damage, or the rational use of natural resources. Furthermore, the first 

EAP was concerned with the idea of sustainable development and saw the need for 

comprehensive actions within other policy fields, which suggests a first sign of a future 

interventionist approach. During the second EAP (1977-1981), the Union further 

developed these goals (ibid.). 

The first real ‘wave of change’ came about in the early-1980s when the third 

EAP (1982-1986) orientated the targets of environmental policies towards the internal 

market. It proposed a more emission-centred approach, away from the quality-oriented 

ideas of earlier years (Hey, 2005, p. 19). This shift towards the internal market can be 

seen as a first step towards the UK’s decentralised and quality-oriented approach, 

which should become stronger in later times. The Single European Act from 1986 can 
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be seen as a major turning point for the Union’s environmental policy. First, 

environmental policy, for the first time, was given a treaty-status and environmental 

protection received its own chapter in the Treaty (Hey, 2005, p. 20). Second, the 

Commission tried to extend its influence and urged for uniform substantive standards 

on Union level, mirroring the German command-and-control approach (ibid., p.21). The 

fourth EAP (1987-1992) therefore proposed a more integrated and ‘sectoral approach’, 

“analysing the impact of strategic economic sectors on the environment” (Hey, 2005, p. 

21). The Union tried to introduce new instruments in the policy field, such as taxes, 

subsidies or tradable emission permits. This would change the current situation into a 

hierarchical structure with less flexibility and more power to the institutions. In the 

beginning of the 1990s, the Commission published a white paper on “Growth, 

Competitiveness and Employment” in which they proposed a new development model 

that would benefit both the economy as well as the environment (CEC 1993). Hey 

therefore talks about a paradigm shift during that time from “trade orientation” to a 

“sustainability frame” (2005, p. 21).  

 The fifth EAP should have been another step in that direction. It proposed to 

move the policy approach beyond environmental protection and favoured the German 

idea of BAT by focusing on sustainable development without harm to environmental 

and natural resources (McCormick, 2001, p. 63). However, the Commission’s initiative 

did not find much support among the MS. Therefore they promoted a new agenda in the 

policy field and urged for more decentralisation, rather concerned about the 

competitiveness of their industries than setting uniform environmental standards (Hey, 

2005, p. 23). In their view, the German approach, favoured by the Commission, did not 

take into account the problem of multiple speeds between the MS (McCormick, 2001, p. 

66). Furthermore, it led to economic inefficiency on the national and local level. Thus, 

the MS encouraged a more flexible, cost-effective and market oriented solution to 

environmental problems (ibid.), according to the UK model. They wanted a 

renationalisation of environmental policies in line with the subsidiarity principle (Hey, 

2005, pp. 23-24). 
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One reason for the UK’s approach gaining such marked support during that time 

is the German shift of focus, away from environmental policies. Due to the re-

unification of the German state, the country directed its focus to essential national 

economic problems. “The discussion on the modernisation of environmental policies 

there came to a standstill” (Hey, 2005, p. 24) and this gave the UK approach the chance 

to become stronger, gaining more popularity among the MS. The Commission realised 

the unwillingness of the MS to follow the paradigmatic change (ibid.). Therefore, the 

fourth, and last, change can be seen as a compromise between the Commission and the 

MS or the German interventionist approach and the UK approach of decentralisation 

and flexibility. “The Commission shifted from its previous top-down approach and 

instrumental focus of environmental policy integration towards a broader and less 

committed approach” (Hey, 2005, p. 26). Even though most of the national 

environmental policies have become mainly EU driven, the process of policy 

preparation became much more participatory as it now includes environmental NGOs, 

expert networks, numerous consultation processes and national bureaucrats (ibid.). 

Furthermore, since the sixth EAP (2002-2012) there is a wider use of standardization 

for environmental policies and a more cooperative approach with the industry, such as 

integrated product policies. The Commission changed its key role from the initiator to 

rather the manager of environmental policy (ibid., p. 27). A compromise and overlap of 

the two different approaches emerged: The EU sets out the substantive standards or 

the general framework of general principles and objectives and identifies themes and 

principles (ibid.), which is similar to the German model. More decisions and tasks are 

delegated to the MS as well as their freedom to choose how to achieve necessary goals 

for reduction (ibid., p. 25), which is similar to the UK model. 

 

2.4 Discussion 

Having discussed the different policy styles and structures and their historical 

development in EU environmental policy, Germany and the UK, the paper now turns to 

combining the findings. UK environmental policy encompasses a voluntary approach 

for companies, and public actors have strong influence on policy making. German 
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governance encapsulates uniform policies, strong state intervention and controlled 

access of third parties in policy negotiations. As the EU is a supranational entity, EU 

policy falls into the category which involves greater state intervention and limited 

involvement of private actors in order for directives to be uniform throughout the EU. 

The EU emphasises a more centralised approach in order for directives to be as similar 

as possible throughout the Union. During the time of the policy process of the RoHS 

directive (late 1990s – early 2000s) it has moved away from the ‘command-and-

control’ approach of earlier times towards a more integrated and holistic approach 

(Hey, 2005, p. 18). In that sense, the EU’s approach is comparable to the German 

approach. The bureaucratic structure in particular is very similar to that of Germany; it 

is divided into different stages and involves several actors. On the one hand, the 

division between policy formulation on the European level and implementation on the 

national level is comparable (McCormick, 2001, p. 65). On the other hand, several 

actors are involved in the formulation process already: different DGs have to coordinate 

with each other; Commission committees and national bureaucrats as well as industry 

and environmental NGOs have an interest in the formulation (ibid.). Additionally, as 

shown in the fifth EAP, there has been a trend toward sustainable development, the 

idea of the BAT and precautionary measures.  

                Even though the EU has a tendency to lean towards the German approach, 

there are still some influences from the UKs regulatory structure, which are especially 

favoured by the MS. They urge for flexible and rather independent policy instruments 

that allow them greater discretion and more freedoms in regards to national 

environmental problems (Hey, 2005, p. 25). Therefore, due to the subsidiarity 

principle, more and more tasks and decisions are delegated to the national level and 

leave it to the MS as to how to achieve certain goals (ibid.). Nevertheless, the German 

regulatory style of an interventionist is more consistent with the EU’s structures 

whereas the British structure shows greater difficulties to adjust to the EU’s policy 

style. It is because of this that the German government found it easier to implement the 

RoHS directive than the UK did.  
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3. Conclusion 

Although Germany and the UK’s differences are not as apparent or broad-ranging as 

they once were, the contrasting regulatory styles and structures of Germany and the UK 

were focussed on: the interventionist and the mediator, the BAT versus the CBA. The 

latter of the two aspects of environmental governance has been reasoned by these 

countries’ histories. This approach was applied to the study to explain why Germany 

and the UK implemented the RoHS directive at different times and with the broader 

significance of why implementation gaps exist.  

The UK’s current governmental approach is rooted in its history as the first 

industrialised country. CBA in the UK is derived from a time where Britain was a leader 

in industrialisation and benefits to the economy were high on the agenda. Conservative 

groups also influenced early environmental actions; today’s actions tend to be more 

decentralised. Policies are also made more on a case-by-case basis than in Germany 

where uniform policies are the rule. Historically, Germany industrialised later but also 

suffered from negative environmental consequences of heavy industry. When faced 

with the negative, polluting effects of such industry, mass environmental movements 

occurred on a larger scale than in many other European countries. Subsequently, the 

public voice was ignited, and it demanded strict environmental policies. This has 

created a strong political will; politicians in Germany must adhere to demand. 

Therefore, current German environmental policies are strict and focussed on the latest 

technology, relatively regardless of the cost, using the BAT to ensure uniform high 

standards. 

Germany’s regulatory style is the interventionist which requires uniform 

policies and rules throughout the country, operating more along the lines of command-

and-control. Access for third parties is quite limited in negotiations of environmental 

policies. Conversely, Britain’s policies are exercised by using much more flexible policy 

instruments, which allow for variations in policy to occur due to individual 
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circumstances. Negotiations are also much more inclusive of private actors than in 

Germany. Both regulatory structures are decentralised in certain ways, but, Germany 

has interlocking competences between the federal and regional level whereas the UK 

uses agencies and certain departments to organise the practicalities of policies. We find 

that despite an implementation delay in both countries, Germany arguably 

implemented more successfully. This stems from the EU’s environmental policy 

approach being more similar to the German approach than to the British one. These 

findings help understand why implementation works better in some MS than in others. 

 The limitations of the paper can be used for future research on this topic. Only 

one theory, two MS and one directive have been examined. Researching the 

implementation of other directives in the environmental field would build the 

argument which has been put forth as to why the implementation deficit exists. Looking 

at different MS and their administrative structures, and therefore potential capacity to 

transpose directives into their national systems, would further prove that there is a 

relation between non-implementation and existing national structures. 

 

Annex 

Table 1: A comparison of the German and British administration patterns (regulatory 

style and structure) in environmental policy (Knill & Lenschow, 2011, p.598) 
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