Future in the Alps

Question 6: Impact and further development of policies and instruments

Review of publications 

Pamme, Hildegard (2005), Kommunale Nachhaltigkeit durch Organisationslernen? Ein Plädoyer für Bescheidenheit (Local Sustainability by Organizational Learning? Organizational Sociology Recommends Modesty). Munich (GAIA 14/1 2005: p. 57-65)

This article does not deal with alpine or mountain policies, but is an interesting theoretical contribution to the question of the implementation of policy recommendations towards more sustainability. It comments on the concept of organizational learning which is often seen as an opportunity for local sustainability strategies. However, the paper argues that it will actually be very difficult to increase the ecological efficiency of local governments using the concepts of organisational learning.

Guiding questions:

Which impact of public policies on regional development in the Alps is mentioned? Which impact on regional co-operation chains, governance capacity of individuals or communities, protected areas, leisure, tourism and commuter mobility, new forms of decision making (Q1-5)?

The article is based on research about the implementation of Local Agenda 21, Environmental Impact Assessment and Eco Audit instruments in Germany, but it does not focus on policy impacts.

The instrument of Eco Audit, which needs a high amount of personal, technical and financial resources, is only sparsely implemented in German municipalities. Local Agenda 21 procedures are used in 19% of German municipalities, but often they remain a niche strategy without much relevance. Non-sustainable local projects (such as shopping malls) are often planned and realised in a way that systematically by-passes LA21 procedures. Furthermore, LA21 often has a more symbolic character and contributes only few to solving ecological problems.

Which key actors are mentioned? What is mentioned about their scope, and how they use it?

The article states that local governments (as organisations) have certain dynamics that hinder ecological progress: They are embedded in complex surroundings and cannot be independent in their decisions. Moreover, they tend to aim at achieving acceptance rather than at solving problems, and they are characterised by relationships of power. 

Which policy recommendations or proposals, aiming at the adjustment and improvement of public policies and policy instruments, are mentioned? Which kind of recommendations? (thematic – organisational; wide – specific; general – concrete)

-

What is mentioned about the problems of (policy) implementation regarding concepts, plans, programmes, evaluation studies and research works? What is mentioned about how to put recommendations into practice, how to bridge the gaps between research and practical application?

The article refers to the concept of organisational learning which is based on individual learning procedures. As a reaction to changing external conditions organisational learning leads to changes within organisations. This concept has been used for rational planning approaches such as “local sustainability management” (e.g. by Gehrlein 2004). The article shows that organisational learning is hampered by the own logic of organisations: 

· There are complex relations between the organisation and its societal environment.

· Organisations tend to safeguard and legitimate themselves and to find acceptance in society

· Existing power structures within organisations are threatened by learning procedures – this leads to blockades.

For municipalities learning processes towards more sustainability would mean to change the principal orientation of the organisation, and to add ecological precaution and long-term orientation to their decision parameters. But this orientation would mean a discontinuity with their existing societal environment which puts a stronger emphasis on economic issues. At present the most promising way of ecologisation is striving for more resource efficiency because this is often linked with the reduction of costs.

The analyses about LA21 and Eco Audit measures have shown that municipalities tend to use “green” labels which increase the acceptance, but they will often avoid to line up concrete measures for solving problems.

The article summarises that the own logic of the organisation “municipality” hampers the power of transformation towards (a more ecologically oriented) sustainability. The results lead to suppose that a “local sustainability management” will not be able to strengthen the ecological potential of municipalities. 

Returning to organisational sociology, the author concludes that organisational learning for sustainability is easier if the method of recursive reorganisation (following Giddens 1979) is applied because the difficulties of organisational learning due to the inevitable momentum of organisations can be integrated into the learning process. The author suggests a step-by-step approach within a learning network that reflects – with the help of an external consultant – the own routines and power structures. Only when routines are softened, there is place for changes. But, according to the author, the method of recursive reorganisation has never been applied in municipalities.

What is mentioned about the exchange and co-operation between researchers and practitioners, and how to improve it?

-
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