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Executive summary and policy recommendations (in Dutch)

In deze paper worden twee casestudies van project 3 in detail geanalyseerd, met name Québec
en Vlaanderen. Dat gebeurt op basis van de drie beleidsdimensies die in het project werden
gedefinieerd: beleidsframing, beleidsdoelstellingen en beleidsinstrumenten. Vervolgens geeft de
paper een eerste aanzet tot verklarende conclusies op basis van de vier factoren die in het on-
derzoek aan bod komen: internationale invloed, graad van autonomie, politicke context en
sociaaleconomische omstandigheden.

Het beleid in Québec en Vlaanderen is op vele punten gelijkaardig. Zo werd duurzame ont-
wikkeling in beide cases geinstitutionaliseerd door middel van een strategie duurzame ontwik-
keling en een wet duurzame ontwikkeling. In beide gevallen staat een coordinatiebureau in
voor de dagelijkse opvolging van het beleid, dat als een transversale opdracht voor alle beleids-
domeinen gezien wordt. In de twee gevallen werden ook specificke instrumenten ontworpen
voor ovetleg en horizontale beleidsintegratie. Daarnaast is het zo dat de beleidsdoelstellingen in
beide cases verschillende zwakke kenmerken vertonen (terwijl Vlaanderen wel uitblinkt door
de recente ontwikkeling van de langetermijnvisie). In de twee casestudies werd opgemerkt dat
het duurzameontwikkelingsbeleid steunt op een minimalistische interpretatie van het holisti-
sche beleidsmodel, dat uitgaat van een vrijblijvend engagement voor duurzame ontwikkeling,
en waarbij verschillende instrumenten er de facto op gericht zijn om niet in te grijpen in be-
staande processen en lopend beleid, wat in tegenspraak is met enkele strategische beleidsdoel-
stellingen.

De analyse heeft ook een aantal verschillen tussen Québec en Vlaanderen blootgelegd. Zo
valt het op dat de Noord-Zuiddimensie van duurzame ontwikkeling volledig ontbreekt in het
Québecse beleid, zowel in de gehanteerde definitie van duurzame ontwikkeling als in de be-
leidsacties. Het is verder frappant hoe het duurzameontwikkelingsbeleid van Québec gekop-
peld wordt aan het leiderschapsdiscours van de huidige regering, terwijl het beleid in Vlaande-
ren, zeker in de beginjaren, eerder bescheiden voorgesteld werd. Een ander opmerkelijk ver-
schil is dat het duurzameontwikkelingsbeleid in Québec de volledige publicke sector omvat (in
totaal meer dan 140 verschillende instanties), terwijl men zich in Vlaanderen vooral richt op de
dertien beleidsdomeinen van de Vlaamse overheid.

Hoewel er ook in Québec problemen aan het licht gekomen zijn met de uitvoering van be-
paalde instrumenten, heeft de analyse toch aangetoond dat sommige elementen van het beleid
er beduidend sterker zijn. Met het oog op het trekken van lessen, kunnen vooral de volgende
drie punten nuttig zijn in een Vlaamse beleidscontext:

1. Een van de belangrijkste bouwstenen van het beleid in Québec zijn de zestien principes
voor duurzame ontwikkeling die gedefinieerd worden in de wet duurzame ontwikkeling.
De wet bepaalt dat de gehele overheid in al haar acties rekening moet houden met de
principes. Terwijl ook andere overheden zich hebben laten inspireren door de beginselen
van de Rio Declaration, is de uitgebreide aanpak in Québec uitzonderlijk. Het formuleren
van de principes is een antwoord op een algemeen gevoel dat duurzame ontwikkeling als
begrip moeilijk is om te concretiseren en in beleid te vertalen. Een dergelijk gevoel werd
ook vaak in Vlaanderen geuit tijdens interviews. Vlaanderen kan zich laten inspireren door
het voorbeeld van Québec om duurzame ontwikkeling concreter te maken en te koppelen
aan duidelijke principes die de besluitvorming moeten oriénteren. De VSDO vermeldt ook
wel het belang van de Rio-principes, en geeft bijzondere aandacht aan vijf ervan, maar in
Vlaanderen is het niet duidelijk hoe die principes in het beleid doorwerken.
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2. Met de Commissaris Duurzame Ontwikkeling heeft Québec een onafhankelijke en
permanente instantie die het overheidsbeleid auditeert op het vlak van duurzame
ontwikkeling. Met een team van twintig werknemers evalueert de Commissaris of de
overheid in al haar verschillende acties voldoende rekening houdt met de wet duurzame
ontwikkeling en met de zestien principes. Hij waakt er ook over dat duurzame
ontwikkeling niet enkel aandacht krijgt in het duurzameontwikkelingsbeleid zelf, maar in
alle plannen en beleidsdomeinen. De Commissaris, die valt onder de Auditeur-Generaal
van Québec, rapporteert rechtstreeks aan het Parlement en heeft een autoriteit die
vergelijkbaar is met het Belgische Rekenhof. De instelling in Vlaanderen ‘kopiéren’ zou
onrealistisch zijn, maar de analyse wijst wel op het nut van een permanent evaluatie-
instrument, dat onathankelijk van de overheid opereert. Hoewel de vernieuwde VSDO
nieuwe monitoringsinstrumenten voorziet, en hoewel de VSDO door elke regering
opnieuw geévalueerd moet worden, bestaan er in Vlaanderen nog geen instrumenten die
het duurzameontwikkelingsbeleid permanent evalueren, of die de doorwerking van duur-
zame ontwikkeling in andere plannen en domeinen controleren.

3. In vergelijking met Vlaanderen investeert de overheid van Québec veel meer in capaci-
teitsopbouw voor duurzame ontwikkeling binnen de administratie. Ondermeer doordat
het Coodrdinatiebureau in Québec zestien ambtenaren telt (in vergelijking met zes in
Vlaanderen) heeft het verschillende tools kunnen ontwikkelen voor de departementen en
organismen. Het gaat bijvoorbeeld om een leidraad om de zestien principes te integreren
in beleidsbeslissingen. Het gebrek aan capaciteitsopbouw werd in Vlaanderen vaak als
pijnpunt aangehaald en wordt ervaren als een rem op de integratie van duurzame
ontwikkeling in de verschillende beleidsdomeinen.

Deze drie aandachtspunten zullen verder meegenomen worden in het project. In het najaar van
2011 zullen uitgebreidere beleidsaanbevelingen geformuleerd worden, die gebaseerd zijn op de
vijf casestudies en op de eindconclusies van project 3.
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1. Introduction

This paper is situated in project 3, which compares the Flemish sustainable development policy
with that of four other subnational governments, i.e. Wallonia, North Rhine-Westphalia, North
Holland and Quebec. The paper focuses on a detailed comparison between two cases: Quebec
and Flanders. It reflects the research I conducted while holding a two-month visiting position
at the Social Respons%bilitaz and Sustainable Development Research Chair of the Université du
Québec a Montréal UQAM).

The research is framed in the growing literature on governance for sustainable development,
which is concerned with the question of how governments and other actors, at all levels, can
steer societal development along a more sustainable path. My interest goes out to the policies
of subnational governments, which have not yet been extensively researched. Nonetheless,
they constitute a vital link in the multi-level governance of sustainable development, since in
many countries they are responsible for a large part of the implementation (or even formula-
tion) of policies directed towards sustainable development (OECD, 2002: 19). Sustainable
development is approached as a meta-policy, ‘a policy designed to guide the development of
numerous more specific policies’ (O’Toole, 2004: 38). I investigate how subnational govern-
ments interpret sustainable development, and how they translate it into policy-making. Since
sustainable development is a contested concept (Bruyninckx, 2006: 270; Jacobs, 1999; Zaccai,
2002: 35-306) that has given rise to multiple policy interpretations (Lafferty & Meadowecroft,
2000a: 426-427), it is my endeavour to explain how and why policy choices with regard to
sustainable development are made at the subnational level. In doing so, this research aims to
contribute to a more systematic understanding of sustainable development at the subnational
level of governance, where the current scientific knowledge is least advanced.

The next section gives an overview of the theoretical and analytical choices that guide the
research (2.). The remainder of the paper is dedicated to a comparative policy analysis of
Quebec and Flanders. In a first step, a within-case analysis of Quebec (3.) and Flanders (4.) is
presented. Subsequently, the two policies are systematically compared (5.). The observed simi-
larities and differences are then explained (6.). Conclusions are presented in a final section (7.).
The analysis presented in this paper is based on a broad study of policy documents, on a series
of semi-structured interviews, and on secondary literature. The interviewees are political and
administrative officials, as well as non-governmental stakeholders and experts, at both the sub-
national and the national level in both cases. They are listed at the end of this paper.

2. Explaining subnational sustainable development policies:
theoretical and analytical considerations

2.1 Explanatory factors of subnational sustainable development policies

Considering the lack of scientific studies that have been conducted with regard to subnational
governments, despite their important role in governance for sustainable development, I want
to find out how they deal with the policy concept, and contribute to a more systematic under-
standing of sustainable development policies at that level of governance. In order to explain
what determines sustainable development policies of subnational governments, the theoretical
framework of the research is aimed at identifying those explanatory factors. Since there is no

1
A previous version of this working paper will be published in the research collection of the Social

Responsibility and Sustainable Development Research Chair (see Happaerts, 2011).
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over-arching ‘theory of sustainable development’ (Jordan, 2008: 24), I adopt a broad theoretical
approach, in which a selection of perspectives is combined into a sound foundation from
which the most relevant explanatory factors can be distilled.

The footing of the theoretical framework is constituted by the literature on policy conver-
gence and divergence. Situated in the field of comparative policy analysis, it offers causal
explanations on the similarity or dissimilarity among policies. On the one hand, it studies inter-
national factors such as international commerce or international law as reasons for policy con-
vergence (Bennett, 1988; 1991). It also pays attention to international policy issues resulting in
soft law, and to mechanisms of ‘transnational communication” which presuppose nothing but
information exchange with other governments or international organisations (Holzinger &
Knill, 2005; Holzinger et al., 2008). On the other hand, the literature on policy convergence
and policy divergence shows how domestic features, such as the specific political or socioeco-
nomic context of governments, are responsible for differences or similarities between policies
(Heichel et al., 2005; Lenschow et al., 2005).

Second, the literature on governance for sustainable development is added to accommodate
policy-specific factors. Scholars emphasise the fact that sustainable development is different
from many other policy issues, e.g. because of its intrinsic vagueness or because it requires ver-
tical and horizontal policy integration (Jordan, 2008; Latterty, 2004a; Steurer, 2009). The litera-
ture also offers insights on how specific features of societies influence their governments’ im-
plementation of the concept. For instance, it shows how socioeconomic conditions affect how
governments deal with sustainable development (Kern, 2008: 136-137; Lafferty &
Meadowcroft, 2000a: 423). It also points towards the importance of the distribution of compe-
tences between levels of governance (Lafferty & Meadowcroft, 2000a: 427; OECD, 2002: 20-
21). Yet most important is the presence of political will, which ultimately determines whether
governments put sustainable development on the agenda (Jordan &Lenschow, 2008; Steurer &
Martinuzzi, 2005: 461, 465; Swanson & Pintér, 2007).

The previous two theoretical traditions were developed mainly on the basis of analyses of
national policies. Since the study of subnational policies requires a specific approach, the
framework is completed by insights drawn from the literature on comparative regionalism and
federalism. That theoretical tradition takes into account the particular situation of subnational
governments. It attaches large importance to the specific competences that are enjoyed (or not)
by different subnational governments (Hooghe et al.,, 2008b; Keating & McEwen, 2005).
Moreover, scholars demonstrate how some subnational governments conduct policies with an
explicit or implicit strategy of identity politics (Keating, 1999; Paquin, 2004).

Those three theoretical literatures point towards a variety of potential explanatory factors.
Four clusters of factors appear most significant: international factors (2.1.1), the degree of
autonomy of subnational governments (2.1.2), their political context (2.1.3) and their socio-
economic conditions (2.1.4).

2.1.1 International factors

Sustainable development was conceptually developed at the international level, and a signifi-
cant part of policy-making still takes place in multilateral organisations such as the UN, the
OECD or the EU. International negotiations on sustainable development mainly result in soft
law measures (e.g. political declarations, policy recommendations, guidelines) rather than in
legally binding obligations. A useful mechanism to study the international influence of soft law
is transnational communication (cf. Happaerts & Van den Brande, 2011), which refers to a set of
mechanisms that presuppose nothing but information exchange and communication with
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international organisations or foreign governments (Holzinger et al., 2008: 559). A first mecha-
nism is the promotion of policy models by international organisations. Through the dissemi-
nation of information, guidelines, best practices and benchmarks, they exert legitimacy pres-
sures on their members to adopt certain policies (Holzinger & Knill, 2005: 785). Of significant
importance in this context are global summits such as the ones in Rio and Johannesburg, at
which policy solutions are promoted by international organisations. A second mechanism of
transnational communication is policy copying. That can involve lesson-drawing, which de-
notes rational learning processes through which governments use foreign experiences to solve
domestic problems, or policy emulation, meaning that governments, driven by a desire of con-
formity, adopt a certain policy because they observe others around them doing the same
(Holzinger & Kanill, 2005: 783-785). Third, transnational communication is stimulated by net-
working activities, through joint problem-solving and information-sharing. In the area of sus-
tainable development, subnational governments have created specific transnational networks
(Happaerts et al., 2010b).

2.1.2 Degree of autonomy

In all countries, whether federal or unitary, sustainable development cuts across different levels
of governance (Steurer & Martinuzzi, 2005: 462). When looking at the policies of subnational
governments, their degree of autonomy is an important factor to consider. Degree of auton-
omy contains both shared rule, the capacity of subnational governments to shape national deci-
sion-making, and se/f-rule, their independence to exercise authority within their own borders
(Marks et al., 2008: 114-115). It is assumed that especially the degree of self-rule of subnational
governments influences the content of their sustainable development policies. Self-rule is
measured here by a recently developed index by Hooghe et al. (2008b). Governments with a
high degree of self-rule will be able to conduct self-designed policies with a large thematic
scope and with a range of different policy instruments, while governments with a low degree of
self-rule might rather be limited to the implementation of national policies.

2.1.3 Political context

While the theoretical literature points towards a variety of factors relating to the political con-
text of a government, the analysis is limited to certain factors that are most likely to influence
the choices with regard to sustainable development policies. One of those is political will. Al-
though it has been labelled as a ‘trash can’ variable in political science (Nilsson et al., 2009:
145), all previous studies of sustainable development policies identify it as a very significant
factor (e.g. Steurer & Martinuzzi, 2005: 461, 465). Especially the political weight that is given to
sustainable development at the highest level of decision-making is of relevance. That usually
translates in the political capital that is invested in the policy. A second factor that I look at is
party politics. The question there is whether the ideological orientation of a government is
decisive in its sustainable development policy. Finally, in an analysis of subnational policies it is
relevant to verify whether so-called identity politics play a role in sustainable development.

In the Regional Authority Index, ‘self-rule’ is an aggregated subindex of four indicators. ‘Institutional depth’
measures the extent to which the administration of the subnational government is independent from central
government control. ‘Policy scope’ indicates in how many policy areas the subnational government can
operate. ‘Fiscal autonomy’ refers to the autonomy to decide on taxes. ‘Representation’ shows whether the
citizens of a subnational entity elect their representatives in a direct way (Hooghe et al., 2008a: 124-131).



Sustainable development in Quebec and Flanders 6

2.1.4 Socioeconomic conditions

The presence of similar socioeconomic conditions is often used to explain policy convergence
across cases (e.g. Holzinger et al., 2008: 582). For instance, the specific economic situation in
which a government operates is said to determine its willingness to commit to a sustainable
development agenda and the kind of commitment it attaches to it (Lafferty & Meadowcroft,
2000a: 423; Lenschow et al., 2005: 802). Socioeconomic conditions are particularly relevant in
the context of this topic, since sustainable development aims specifically at adapting prevailing
economic and social institutions (Bruyninckx, 2000: 268; Lafferty, 2004b: 19-20; Meadowcroft,
2008: 110). Furthermore, the overall socioeconomic structure of a society is decisive in the
context of sustainable development as well (e.g. the degree of urbanisation or industrialisation).
An important factor here is population density, which impacts a society in several different
ways (transport, infrastructure, housing, ...).

2.2 Subnational sustainable development policies: three policy
dimensions

The research is concerned with the questions how the four explanatory factors that are with-
held determine the sustainable development policies of subnational governments. The concept
of ‘policy’ now needs to be operationalised. I define a governmental policy as an intentional course
of action or inaction designed by governmental bodies and officials, that consists of a set of
interrelated decisions concerning the selection of goals and the means of achieving them, in
dealing with a problem or a matter of concern (based on Adolino & Blake, 2001: 10; and
Howlett & Ramesh, 2003: 5-8). The concept is broken down into smaller, observable elements
called ‘policy dimensions’. That is a technique frequently applied in the literature on policy
convergence and divergence (Heichel et al.,, 2005: 828). I withhold three policy dimensions:
policy framing, policy goals and policy instruments. It has to be emphasised that they are not
three separate or delineated categories. Rather, they are different elements of a single reality
that serve as analytical lenses to approach a complex reality in a concrete and accessible way.
For their operationalisation, insights are drawn from the combination of two of the theoretical
literatures used in the theoretical framework. On the one hand, the policy literature has a long
tradition of analysing the main policy dimensions. On the other hand, the literature on govern-
ance for sustainable development is a necessary complement, in that it focuses the attention on
the specificities of sustainable development as a policy issue. Those specificities make that cer-
tain characteristics of the policy dimensions are less relevant, while others need to be added in
the operationalisation.

2.2.1 Policy framing

Governmental policies deal with a specific problem or matter of concern. Governments need
to identify that problem before designing a policy. Policy framing refers to the process of inter-
preting a concept and to give meaning to a problem. It involves the use of available knowledge
and information in order to select, name, emphasise or organise certain aspects of a policy
problem (Daviter, 2007: 654; Schon & Rein, 1994: 26; Ward et al., 2004: 291-292). The
conceptual vagueness and the complexity attached to sustainable development open up the
possibility to frame the concept in different ways (Dryzek, 1997: 8; Harrison, 2000: 2). Previ-
ous analyses have shown that, because of different policy framings, governments emphasise
distinct aspects of sustainable development and have diverging policies (Lafferty &
Meadowecroft, 2000b: 340-341). The selection of a certain framing involves subjectivity on the
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part of political actors (Harrison, 2000: 2). It has even been stated that political actors deliber-

ately ‘spin’ sustainable development into a framing that suits their political ideology or pre-

ferred solution (Blithdorn & Welsh, 2007: 192).

A question that is related to policy framing, is what Bachus et al. (2005) refer to as ‘govern-
ance models for sustainable development’. They found that governments organise their sus-
tainable development policies within a small number of different models. The choice of a gov-
ernance model goes hand in hand with policy framing. Four ideal-types of governance models
for sustainable development are identified:

— the holistic governance model defines sustainable development as an overarching concept, with
equal consideration of economic, social and environmental objectives. In its policy transla-
tion, sustainable development has implications in all policy domains. Typically, the sustain-
able development policy consists of an overarching plan with actions to be taken in all pol-
icy areas, without prioritising any area above another (Bachus et al., 2005: 96-97);

— in the policy principles model, the integration of sustainable development is based on a given
set of principles. That requires institutional adaptations, such as the creation of instruments
to integrate the principles into decision-making (Bachus et al., 2005: 97-98);

— the environmental integration model uses a conventional definition of sustainable development,
but opts to attain it through environmental policy integration. New policy instruments are
used to integrate environmental concerns into other policy domains (Bachus et al., 2005:
97);

— when applying the ecological interpretation of sustainable development, a government explicitly
chooses a strategy with an environmental emphasis. The sustainable development policy
wants to improve environmental policy and to assess it with economic and social parame-
ters (Bachus et al., 2005: 97).

2.2.2 Policy goals

A government’s policy goals can be divided into strategic policy goals and operational policy
goals (Bouckaert et al., 2003: 11; Joyce, 1999). Strategic policy goals are goals which express a gov-
ernment’s vision on the future. Typically, they are abstract rather than concrete, and can some-
times express nothing more than ideas or core values. Strategic policy goals are associated with
the intended end result or effects (outcome) of a policy. Operational policy goals are goals through
which a government concretises its strategic policy goals. They are usually more concrete and
measurable than the strategic policy goals and can include performance targets. They refer
more to output (the immediate tangible effects) than to outcome. Furthermore, much has been
written in the public management literature and in the literature on governance for sustainable
development about how policy goals should look like (De Peuter et al., 2007: 43; Lundqvist,

2004: 100-102; OECD, 2001a: 27). I withhold the following characteristics to analyze strategic

and operational policy goals across cases:

—  which hematic areas are targeted by the policy goals? This is an important characteristic to
analyze in the context of sustainable development. Sustainable development policies should
encompass different policy domains (Meadowcroft, 2008: 115; Spangenberg, 2004: 6), but
its conceptual vagueness facilitates different interpretations (cf. supra). This characteristic is
thus related to policy framing;

— are the policy goals clear and specific? Is the intended outcome (strategic) or output (opera-
tional) of the goals unambiguous? The potential variance is wide, from extremely abstract
and vaguely stated ambitions to very concrete objectives linked to specific indicators
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(Lundqvist, 2004: 102). The more specific and explicit the goals, the stronger the steering
capacity of the sustainable development policy (Lundqvist, 2004: 102);

— related to specificity of the goals and to the distinction between strategic and operational
goals, what is the #meframe of the policy goals? Do they target long-term and/or short-term
results? In the context of sustainable development, it is widely believed that governments
should formulate a long-term vision, but also determine concrete goals to intervene on a
short term (OECD, 2001a: 27);

— are the goals based upon an analysis of the current situation? Goals of a sustainable development
policy should be founded on a sound analysis of local and global trends and challenges,
depending on reliable information (OECD, 2001a: 27);

— what is the backing of the policy goals? Backing refers to the ‘acceptable’ character of policy
goals and gives an indication of their authority and democratic legitimacy. Policy goals for
sustainable development should be backed politically (by all political parties, preferably
endorsed by parliament) and societally (by non-governmental stakeholders). Policy goals
can be formulated by a single government department behind closed doors or they can be
unanimously agreed upon by all political parties and enshrined in law after an extensive
societal consultation process (Lundqvist, 2004: 101-102). The latter option might imply
weaker ambitions but holds a stronger chance for continuity and lasting support.

2.2.3 Policy instruments

Policy instruments are defined as ‘the actual means or devices governments have at their disposal
for implementing policies, and among which they must select in formulating policy’
(Howlett & Ramesh, 2003: 87). The analysis looks at the specific type of policy instruments
that is used in the sustainable development policies of subnational governments. The following
types are retained:

— institutional instruments are applied when a government uses its organisational powers or
planning activities to achieve its policy goals. Obvious examples are the reorganisation or
creation of government departments, units or agencies. In the case of sustainable develop-
ment, the introduction of the policy concept sometimes triggers an administrative reorgani-
sation or the creation of new institutions. The adoption of planning or strategy documents
to organise policy-making is also grouped within this category. Moreover, governments can
create public enterprises or voluntary organisations outside the governmental sphere
(Berger & Steurer, 2008; Howlett & Ramesh, 2003: 90-102);

—  legal instruments use a government’s law-making powers. These instruments include the use
of regulations, laws or constitutional provisions to attain policy goals (Howlett & Ramesh,
2003: 90, 103-107; Kaufmann-Hayoz et al., 2001: 36). The use of legal instruments for sus-
tainable development was introduced by Agenda 21 and was further stimulated by the
Johannesburg Summit (Cordonier Segger, 2004);

—  economic instruments use money or market mechanisms as their main resource. This category
contains the most traditional of government tools, i.e. taxes, as well as the ‘new’ market-
based instruments that are described by the literature on ‘new environmental policy instru-
ments’, such as tradable permits. Under this heading it is also important to point at the sig-
nificant role of governments as clients and consumers themselves, who can choose to
influence markets with their procurement strategies (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003: 90, 108-
113; Jordan et al., 2005: 482; Kaufmann-Hayoz et al., 2001: 37-38; OECD, 2001b: 134-
135);
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— with nformation instruments, governments rely on nothing but information to get things
done. These instruments include public information campaigns, mission statements, re-
search activities, ... (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003: 90, 114). Efforts to use certain types of
information (such as scientific studies or statistical data) to monitor, evaluate or benchmark
policies also fall within this category when they are applied to attain policy goals. Recom-
mended by Agenda 21 (UNCED, 1992a: {40.4), indicators for sustainable development are
widely regarded as one of the essential policy tools for sustainable development. Other
prominent examples include the increasingly popular use of eco-labels for products and
services (Jordan et al., 2005: 482);

— finally, instruments for sustainable development can be based on voluntary approaches. Those
intend to introduce new rules or norms through ‘soft steering’. They mostly involve agree-
ments between government and the private sector. They are meant to involve businesses in
the government’s sustainable development policy, or to incite the private sector into en-
gaging in self-regulation (e.g. environmental management systems) (Baker & Eckerberg,
2008: 12; Bressers & Hanf, 1995: 309; Jordan et al., 2005: 482-483; Lyon, 2009: 56-61).
Transition management also falls within this category, as it is mostly based on a voluntary
cooperation between government, civil society and market actors (Paredis, 2008; 2010) and
can involve market-based mechanisms (Loorbach & Rotmans, 2006: 195). It is important
to note that some of these voluntary approaches are applied by private actors without any
interference by governments. I only look at those voluntary approaches which are used by
governments as instruments in their sustainable development policy.

In the remainder of this paper, the sustainable development policies of Quebec and Flanders
are analysed using these three policy dimensions as analytical lenses. The findings are then elu-
cidated in light of the four explanatory factors.

3. The sustainable development policy of Quebec

3.1 Historical overview

The government of Quebec was among the global pioneers to put sustainable development on
the political agenda. In 1988 it was the first Canadian government to create a Round Table on
Environment and Economy (Table ronde québécoise sur lenvironnement et I'économie). The instaura-
tion of such round tabales was a recommendation of the Canadian Council of Resource and
Environment Ministers - more particularly of the Quebec representative in it (Mead, 2005: 67-
68) - and a direct consequence of the visit of the Brundtland Commission to Canada in 1986
(Toner, 2000: 58; Toner & Meadowcroft, 2009: 84). The Round Table had the task of making
the idea of sustainable development concrete for Quebec. As a direct consequence of the
activities of the Round Table, the Environment Ministry in 1989 announced the creation of a
division for sustainable development (Sous-ministériat an développement durable et a la conservation). 1t
was the first entity within the Quebec administration to be formally dedicated to sustainable

The Canadian Council of Resource and Environment Ministers is one of the sectoral councils that assemble
the federal and the provincial level. It is one of the typical instruments of intergovernmental relations in
Canadian federalism.

The activities and the report of the Brundtland Commission had great resonance in Canada (Toner &
Meadowcroft, 2009: 78). The secretary-general of the WCED, Jim McNeill, and one of its members, Maurice
Strong, were Canadians.
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development. At the initiative of the head of the division - the Assistant Deputy Minister for
Sustainable Development and Conservation - the government in 1991 launched the Inter-
ministerial Committee on Sustainable Development (Comité interministériel sur le développement
durable), an administrative body for horizontal coordination which represents all departments at
the level of assistant deputy ministers, chaired by the Environment Ministry. Those eatly steps
to put sustainable development on the agenda were triggered by Quebec’s involvement in the
international activities on sustainable development since the mid-1980s. That is marked by the
decision of the government to fund the French edition of the Brundtland Report in 1988
(Gouvernement du Québec, 1992: 47).

Table1l Governments in Quebec since 1985°

Political Party in

Prime Minister Environment Minister

term office
1985-1989 PLQ Robert Bourassa (PLQ) Clifford Lincoln (PLQ)

Robert Bourassa (PLQ) . .
1989-1994 PLQ 25 of 1994: Daniel Johnson (PLQ) Pierre Paradis (PLQ)

1994-1998 P Jacques Parizeau (PQ) Jacques Brassard (PQ)
j Q as of 1996: Lucien Bouchard (PQ) as of 1996: David Cliche (PQ)
Lucien Bouchard (PQ) Paul Bégin (PQ)

1998-2003 PQ as of 2001: Bernard Landry (PQ) as of 2001: André Boisclair (PQ)

Thomas Mulcair (PLQ)

20052007 P Jean Charest (PLQ) as of 2006: Claude Béchard (PLQ))
2007-2008 PLQ Jean Charest (PLQ) Line Beauchamp (PLQ)
since 2008 PLQ Jean Charest (PLQ) Line Beauchamp (PLQ)

as of 2010: Pierre Arcand (PLQ)

Also during the period of the sovereigntist governments between 1994 and 2003 (see Table 1),
Quebec was active in the international debate. Yet under those governments led by the Part
guébécois (PQ), no horizontal initiatives to advance the institutionalisation of sustainable
development were taken. That is surprising, since the concept had a prominent place in the
PQ’s election programme. That programme for instance announced that a PQ government
would include economic, social and environmental considerations in its decision-making proc-
esses (PQ, 1994: 34-306). In the 1996 party programme, the PQ even announced the creation of
new governmental structures for sustainable development (PQ, 1996: 104), but that was never
acted upon when the party was in office. An exception is the creation of the Quebec Action
Fund for Sustainable Development (Fonds d'action québécois pour le développement durable) in 2000,
which could be seen as a soft version of the electoral promises. Yet, according to interviewees

Within the Quebec administration, an assistant deputy minister (sous-ministre adjoini) is the head of a
directorate-general of a ministry (each ministry consists of a number of directorates-general). A ministry is
lead by a deputy minister (sous-ministre). Those are administrative, not political, positions.

The official denomination of the minister having the Environment portfolio varies (since 2005: Minister of
Sustainable Development, Environment and Parks).

In Quebec politics, two patties are dominant, the sovereigntist PQ and the liberal PLQ. They have alternated
in power since 1970. The main ideological separation between the two refers to the question of Quebec’s
sovereignty from Canada, rather than to a left-right distinction. A third party is sometimes represented in
parliament, but due to the winner-takes-all electoral system their weight is low. An exception is the 2007-
2008 term, when the ADQ (Action démocratique du Québec) came ahead of the PQ and formed the official
opposition (Hepburn, 2011: 531).
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that only happened because of a budget surplus that the PQ did not want to invest in debt
reduction.

The major event triggering the institutionalisation of sustainable development was the return
to power in 2003 of the Liberals (PLQ, Part: liberal du Québec). The leader of the party and new
Prime Minister Charest was a former federal Environment Minister. Having been responsible
for an initiative at federal level to launch a multistakeholder partnership for sustainable devel-
opment in keeping with the Rio commitments, Charest mandated his own Environment Min-
ister in 2003 to launch a similar ‘green plan’ in Quebec. The idea to do so formed part of the
Liberals’ election programme (PLQ, 2002: 24). The PLQ promised the ‘re-engineering’ of the
state, including the environmental reorientation of governmental activities (Audet & Gendron,
2010). However, according to observers, the new government’s Environment Minister Mulcair
had overly ambitious intentions with his green plan, for instance regarding ‘green’ taxation
measures. As a consequence, his green plan was blocked by ministers with an economic orien-
tation (Audet & Gendron, 2010; Gendron et al., 2005: 23). The initial green plan was then
turned into a sustainable development plan, which Mulcair laid down for public consultation at
the end of 2004, together with a draft Sustainable Development Act and a strategy and action
plan on biodiversity (Gendron, 2005: 23). The Act was passed in 2006 and intends to promote
sustainable development by embedding it into public administration (Assemblée Nationale,
20006). It calls for a sustainable development strategy (SDS) and for the development of
sustainable development action plans by each ministry and a series of public organisms (gov-
ernmental agencies and public enterprises), almost 150 in total. The Act also creates the posi-
tion of a Sustainable Development Commissioner within the office of the Auditor General of
Quebec. The Commissioner has to audit the government with regard to sustainable develop-
ment and report to Parliament on the implementation of the Act, including on the compliance
of the 16 sustainable development principles that are defined in it. Furthermore, the Act cre-
ates the Green Fund and adds the right to a healthful environment and one in which biodiver-
sity is preserved to Quebec’s Charter of Human Rights and Freedom:s.

In the analysis, the emphasis is put on Quebec’s sustainable development policy as it was
institutionalised by the consecutive PLQ governments after 2003. Earlier events are included
where appropriate. Initiatives taken by the government after 2010 were not taken into account.

3.2 Policy framing

As sustainable development has been on the political agenda in Quebec since the activities of
the Brundtland Commission, the policy framing of sustainable development has known a sig-
nificant evolution. That is why, in this section, I also pay attention to previous framings, in
order to better understand the policy framing that is dominant since the institutionalisation of
sustainable development by the PLQ) governments.

At the Rio Summit, federal Environment Minister Charest (until 1998 member of the Conservative party)
presented the Green Plan as Canada’s approach to sustainable development (Tarasofsky, 2007: 4). The Green
Plan had been developed by his predecessor in 1990, as a response to the Brundtland Report, and had the
ambition of being the first comprehensive environmental policy plan in Canada. Although it was backed by
significant financial resources, it was mostly aimed at information measures and it was criticised for lacking
substance (Gale, 1997; Hoberg and Harrison, 1994). After Rio, Charest launched his own Pryjer de société,
intended to transform the existing Green Plan into a proper Canadian SDS. The process failed after the
disappearance of political momentum and because of organisational difficulties (Tarasofsky, 2007: 6; Toner,
2000: 61-62). As a reference to Charest’s federal experience, the SDS of Quebec is surtitled Un projet de société
pour le Québec.
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3.2.1 The WCED?’s legacy: reconciling environment and development

The first mention of sustainable development in the policy discourse of Quebec was in 1988,
in the same year that the government sponsored the French edition of the Brundtland Report.
The mention was made in a strategy document of the Environment Ministry, presenting a new
approach in environmental policy focused on protection and conservation. In the document,
sustainable development was presented as a new social contract between environment and
development (see Baril, 2006: 70). Although no definition is given, the influence of the WCED
is evide%t, framing sustainable development as the reconciliation of environment and devel-
opment. In the document, development is understood as economic progress (Gouvernement
du Québec, 1988: 10).

The interpretation of sustainable development as the conjunction of environmental protec-
tion and economic development is noticeable in other initiatives that were taken during this
period. It is manifested in the name of the institution that was mandated to define the reach of
sustainable development in Quebec (the Round Table on Ewnvironment and Economy, cf. supra).
Furthermore, when sustainable development was mentioned for the first time in the govern-
ment’s opening address to Parliament in 1989, it was linked to the same idea. In that speech
the government also stressed that environmental protection would have a major stake in its
economic development policy (Assemblée Nationale, 1989: 9).

3.2.2 Moving toward a three-pillar model

After the initial period of growing awareness for sustainable development, ten years followed
in which the government of Quebec, led by the PQ, took no major transversal initiatives for
sustainable development. Sustainable development, then, was largely absent from the main po-
litical discourse as a meta-concept. But that does not mean that the themes central to it re-
ceived no attention. The tone for that trend was set in the government’s opening address in
1994, marking the P(Q’s return to power after ten years. In his speech, Prime Minister Parizeau
talks about the Rio Summit, about biodiversity and about climate change, but sustainable
development is not mentioned (Assemblée Nationale, 1994). The PQ’s election programme,
however, said that the economy must take a necessary bend (virage), and that environmental
protection must be a factor of economic growth (PQ, 1994: 35). While no initiatives were
taken to institutionalise sustainable development, the creation of the FAQDD did allow the
government to state that sustainable development was one of its economic priorities (Baril,
20006: 71).

The only transversal document that can be considered to express the government’s view on
sustainable development in the 1990s, is a report prepared by the Environment Ministry and
the Interministerial Committee on Sustainable Development in 1996. The report, written for
the UN General Assembly’s special session on ‘Rio+5’, was meant to give an overview of the
actions taken in Quebec since the Rio Summit. The themes developed by it are clearly inspired

Interestingly, in the English version of the document, ‘développement durable is translated as ‘lasting
development’ (Gouvernement du Québec, 1988: 16). The consciousness with regard to the concept in that

period should thus not be overestimated.
10
In its 1996 programme, the PQ also offered an interesting definition of sustainable development, as

‘economic development that can be extended to all inhabitants of the planet without compromising the
equilibrium of the biosphere, that does not compromise the development of future generations and that
exploits the resources of the planet in such a way that they can be renewed’ (PQ, 1996: 101, my translation).
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by Agenda 21." The approach on sustainable development taken in the document reflects the
three pillars of sustainable development and stresses the carrying capacity of ecosystems. Fur-
thermore, it is the first document by the government of Quebec that mentions objectives of
sustainable development. Those objectives are: ecological integrity, equity between nations,
individuals and generations, and economic efficiency (Gouvernement du Québec, 1996: 4).

While the PQ governments have taken no transversal initiatives to institutionalise sustain-
able development, during their reign the concept frequently emerged within sectoral policy
areas. That is said to be the merit of the Interministerial Committee on Sustainable Develop-
ment (Gouvernement du Québec, 2001: 16). Three examples are given here, concerning
environmental, energy and economic policy. The examples show that although the concept of
sustainable development is present in many domains, there is no real integration.

In 1994, the Ministry of the Environment was restructured and given a new mandate, aimed
at environmental protection and conservation ‘in a perspective of sustainable development’
(Baril, 2006: 67, my translation). According to Baril (2006: 68), that same phrase surfaced in
many other texts at the time. It was never specified, however, how such a perspective should
be understood. Subsequently, in the Ministry’s strategic plan of 2001, sustainable development
is presented as a necessary ‘bend’ that society needs to take. In doing so, it adopts the wording
of the PQ’s 1994 election programme (cf. supra). The plan further states that the principles of
sustainable development demand a new type of environmental, social and economic policies. It
also reconfirms environmental protection as an added wvalue to economic growth
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2001: 10).

In the 1990s sustainable development also enters the discourse of Quebec’s energy policy.
The energy profile of Quebec is very specific. The province’s major source of electricity con-
sumption is hydropower. Because hydroelectricity does not emit greenhouse gases it is tradi-
tionally put forward by Quebec as a contribution to sustainable development (Sérandour, 1998:
60), but the massive scale of its production has significant repercussions on the environment
and on local populations. The territory of Quebec encompasses the astonishing proportion of
16% of the world’s freshwater reserves (compared to only 0.1% of the world’s population) and
many areas - very often the ones inhabited by indigenous people - are fit for hydroelectricity
production. The state-owned enterprise Hydro-Québec is the largest producer of hydroelec-
tricity in the world. Although the importance of the energy sector in Quebec’s economy is de-
creasing, its share is still significant. The contribution of Hydro-Québec to Quebec’s GDP is
estimated at 3% (Hydro-Québec, 2009b: 34). The company’s profits are a large source of reve-
nue for the government, despite the low electricity price in Quebec. In 1996 the government
adopted a new energy policy entitled ‘Energy at the Service of Quebec: A Sustainable Devel-
opment Perspective’ (Gendron & Vaillancourt, 1998: 30). During the same period, Hydro-
Québec adopted the discourse on sustainable development (Sérandour, 1998: 62). The
interpretation of sustainable development used in the plan and applied by Hydro-Québec is
based on the need for economic growth, with the condition of safeguarding environmental
quality and equity. Gendron and Vaillancourt (1998: 41) suggest that such an economically ori-
ented interpretation was put forward in order to legitimise electricity installations with a large
environmental impact. Sérandour (1998: 62) confirms that Hydro-Québec made no changes in

11
The themes elaborated in the report are the quality of life on Earth, the efficient use of natural resources, the

protection of common global resources, the management of chemical products and waste, sustainable
economic development, the reinforcement of partnership, and the implementation of Agenda 21
(Gouvernement du Québec, 1996). They mirror to a large degree the chapters of Agenda 21.
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its operations after its adoption of the sustainable development discourse. In short, the 1990s
saw a reframing of Quebec’s energy policy into a discourse on sustainable development, but
the policy itself underwent no significant changes.

A last example elaborated here is economic policy. In 1998, sustainable development was
presented as one of the three main goals of the government’s economic strategy. Sustainable
development was defined narrowly as ‘meeting the current needs of Quebecers without com-
promising future generations’ (Gouvernement du Québec, 1998: 169, my translation). Several
principles common to sustainable development were cited, but the operationalisation of some
of them raises serious questions. For instance, equity towards future generations was inter-
preted narrowly as having no budget deficit (Gouvernement du Québec, 1998: 173). With re-
gard to the environmental dimension, the preface of the strategy reads that the most pressing
issue is the cutback of bureaucracy. Furthermore, the strategy depicts a very instrumental pic-
ture of the environment, stressing its needed capacity to meet the needs of citizens and to
process their waste (Gouvernement du Québec, 1998: 171), which stands in sharp contrast
with the emphasis on conservation in the government’s environmental policy.

Those three examples show that, although sustainable development entered many sectoral
policies of the government, there was no common vision on the concept. Interviewees confirm
that during that period there were many conflicts between the Environment minister and his
colleagues. In general, Sérandour (1998) suggests that in the 1990s the sustainable development
discourse was adopted by the government mainly to promote Quebec’s economic assets.

At the Johannesburg Summit in 2002, Quebec presented a report that defined sustainable
development as ‘the harmony between economic development, environmental sustainability
and social equity, in short between the elements that assure the quality of life of the Quebec
nation’ (Gouvernement du Québec, 2002: 65). It also states that sustainable development im-
plies a change in behaviour and in modes of production and consumption (Gouvernement du
Québec, 2002: 5). The report puts a large emphasis on the indigenous peoples of Quebec, but
does not mention the rest of the world. Even when discussing the theme ‘sustainable devel-
opment in a globalised world’, the North-South dimension is not mentioned (the theme merely
deals with the ambition of Quebec to be present on the international scene).

As a general trend, the framing of sustainable development during the PQ’s reign moved
from the reconciliation of environment and economy towards the universal three-pillar model,
with a social dimension that is mostly understood as equity among Quebecers. The economic
dimension is interpreted as a need for economic growth. As there was no common govern-
mental vision on sustainable development, interpretations by different sectors often contradict
each other, for instance regarding the relation between economy and the environment.

3.2.3 The current framing of sustainable development

The institutionalisation of Quebec’s current sustainable development policy started when Envi-
ronment Minister Mulcair of the newly elected Liberal government presented his sustainable
development plan in 2004. The plan contained a draft Sustainable Development Act and ex-
pressed the government’s vision on a transversal sustainable development policy. It is consid-
ered as a watered-down version of Mulcair’s initial green plan, which was blocked by other
ministers, and it is said to accommodate more easily the economic priorities of the PLQ gov-
ernment (Gendron et al., 2005: 23-24). Nevertheless, the plan contained some very interesting
elements, such as the framing of sustainable development in which a prioritisation of the three
pillars is presented. It states that ‘the environment is the condition of a sustainable develop-
ment, society is the ultimate goal of development and the economy is the means to get there’
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(Gouvernement du Québec, 2004: 10, my translation). In contrast to earlier framings, the econ-
omy was thus interpreted as a means rather than as a goal of sustainable development. Yet in
contrast to that strong wording, the definition of sustainable development in the plan was
much weaker. It defined it as a

‘continnous process of improving the conditions of excistence of current populations without compromising
the ability of future generations to do the same, and which harmoniously integrates the environmental,
social and economic dimensions of development’ (Gouvernement du Québec, 2004: 19, my translation).

The unusual replacement of ‘meeting the needs’ with ‘improving the conditions of existence’
distances the definition from Brundtland (Gendron et al., 2005: 32).

Although the sustainable development plan was meant to present the government’s com-
mon vision on sustainable development, the weight of the plan was limited. For instance, on
the same day that the Environment Minister made it public, the Minister of Economic and Re-
gional Development stated that the plan would not prevent the government from funding
polluting industries (Audet & Gendron, 2010). In general, Gendron et al. (2005: 24) denounce
that the government presented its sustainable development plan while at the same time taking
countless decisions opposite to the spirit of sustainable development.

After an extensive consultation phase