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0. Introduction
In 1995 a Belgian Consortium (coordinated by the Post Graduate Centre Human Settlements-K.U.Leuven), UNCHS and three priority secondary towns (Nakuru-Kenya, Essaouira-Morocco, Vinh-Vietnam) initiated a major project aiming at assisting medium-size towns in Localizing Agenda 21. The project benefited from a partial financial support of the Belgian  Development Cooperation (multilateral programmes).

The preference for medium-size towns was based on the observation that a good number of large cities in developing countries were already benefiting from assistance of multilateral programmes such as the Sustainable Cities and the Urban Management programmes, and that many medium-size towns in developing countries show a rapid growth and have greater difficulties in building up capacity to tackle dynamic urban development change processes.

In addition the particular priority towns were selected because of their willingness to strengthen a localized urban development process and also because of their location in lower per capita income provinces in the respective countries (this was particularly the case of Vinh in Vietnam and Essaouira in Morocco).

The project inserts itself in the general recommendations of the 1992 Agenda 21 as outlined among others in Chapter 28 calling upon local authorities to work out, together with local communities, a “Local Agenda 21”; likewise the Habitat Agenda of 1996 recommends a Local Agenda 21 framework for a more sustainable urban development.

After a good four years of operation, this project already provides interesting lessons both in terms of fundamental principles and in terms of methods and approaches. A few of these lessons will be highlighted.

1. Agenda 21: a potential framework, not a solution

The essential contribution of Agenda 21 is to be seen not as an answer to all societal ills but rather as a culminating point in time (1992) at which a series of effects of maldevelopment worldwide (that is both in the South and the North) were brought out and reflections on a reorientation formulated.

Bluntly speaking it made also decision-makers in countries worldwide realize and openly admit that “the golden sixties” were not so shiny for everyone and everywhere, even more so, may well be called “dark ages” by future generations, and by many disadvantaged today  if continued in the same direction for decades benefitting a limited few and worsening the quality of life of many.

In addition, Agenda 21 emphasized the many linkages of peoples’ actions in place and time, to effects and consequences at other places on the globe  or  at other times

Peter Marcuse rightly called for a sounder debate on the concept of sustainability and summarized viewpoints of many urban planners, reiterating that sustainability itself remains vague or may even get a negative connotation (e.g. oppression can be sustained for quite some time as witnessed in the dictatorial behaviour of some rulers or some multinationals; e.g. private vehicular transportation may be sustained even  if pollution chockes people or if average speed is reduced to that of or a cyclist or a pedestrian)

If Agenda 21 serves the purpose of confusing free market with freedom, privatising social security with social justice, structural adjustment with equity, or enabling strategies with the survival of the fittest, it remains a misleading framework advocating solutions that are not touching the essential debate: what quality of life do we want (and want to guarantee) to everyone and not to a (happy?) few only.
The “Localizing Agenda 21” project was, at times, “stubborn” enough to raise such questions, thereby respecting the specificity of the social, economic, cultural, political and physical context of each city avoiding the ready-made and too lightly imposed answers often characterizing international programmes.

In Vinh for example, the principle of public housing has been accepted and ways to render this housing more viable, self-supporting and of better urban quality have been elaborated.

In Essaouira the unscrupulous practices of some private developers (admittedly tolerated by some administrators and a few local politicians) eager to sell even the most valuable natural ecosystems,  have been countered.

In Nakuru the very sensitive debate on land development has been addressed. Also the project raised the issue of revitalizing railroad (people and goods) and non-motorized transport,  rather than just stimulating road transport as advocated by  a Worldbank project


2. Strategic Structure Planning approach

Essentially the project “Localizing Agenda 21” combined working along three major lines in each of the cities : 
· Elaborating a shared and long-term vision for the city based on a sound respect of its past heritage and geared towards a better use of its potentials, and long-term sustainability for all its citizens
· Solving day-to-day problems both in terms of immediately and urgently felt problems but also in terms of removing present-day obstacles towards realizing the shared vision
· Involving all actors in key planning and decision-making issues in a participatory process, including bringing out and resolving conflicting interests on the path to realizing the vision whilst accepting differences and varieties of identities.
This approach dealt, in principle, with social, economic, institutional, cultural and spatial aspects (with however a stronger emphasis on the spatial ones) but clearly emphasizing  the integrative nature of such aspects in daily life

Striking a good balance between such major lines proved not to be easy, but the necessity of the balance remains unquestioned. Indeed, in some case, the debate on a distant future was smooth and freewheeling as long as its immediate implications related to for example giving up powers or discontinuing harmful practices was not at stake; at other instances the solving of pressing day-to-day needs of local communities would evade in-depth discussions on the limitations imposed by for example availability of land, of financial resources, or of consequences of present consumption patterns.

At still other moments, disconnecting plans from day-to-day problems revealed distances between professional planners not knowing reality and people being held ignorant about future plans.



3. Political will and participatory powers

In the three cities, political will proved to be a necessary condition. Indeed, if local authorities are complacent in their present powers or too strongly oriented towards relatively short-term electoral gains, a town cannot develop a dynamic search for a more sustainable future. One can work on strengthening political will by direct capacity-building of decision-makers by exposing them to new ideas, point at long-term effects, and show examples of good practices elsewhere.

However, political will is not sufficient, it must be counterbalanced by an equally sound critical mass amongst professionals, community leaders and action groups for at least three purposes:

one: to overcome weakening of the process during periods of transition between (at times very short-lived) generations of  elected officials on local as well as on provincial/regional and national level;

two: to face unplanned but at times devastating effects of natural (or manmade) disasters such as floods, ethnic clashes, etc.;

three: to build confidence among all actors that the strengths of localizing,  of local belonging and uniqueness,  are a necessary counterbalance in an increasing globalizing world.


4. Innovation in structuring new relations between actors

The project did not content itself with improving existing planning processes, but actively sought to establish new ones when necessary . In general , the principle was maintained that problems and issues in daily life are not only everyones concern but also potentially within everyones contribution.; instututionalized structures (for example various  city departments) are a but a means to tackel problems and not ends in themselves. At time existing structures have to be “revitalised”, at times abolished and replaced by newly motivated ones.  
In Essaouira for example, the project worked hard on establishing a planning unit in the municipal administration and to build up capacity for more coherent and transparent decisions related to physical planning. So far this has remained difficult. The project did succeed in establishing a “Centre de Développement Urbain et Promotion de l’Environnement” which became a focal point both physically and in terms of information dissemination, sensitisation and training for local  neighborhood (“amicales”) and community organizations and interested citizens which had long been kept away from decisions affecting the quality of the town.

In Nakuru setting up new Zonal Development Committees bridged the gap between representatives and departmental administrators at the municipal level, and the individual citizens.

In Vinh, the local planners were strengthened to counterbalance central authority (and often remote) plan-making; in addition, participation of non-state actors in the planning process was set in motion. The association of secondary towns in Vietnam was involved in the programme from the very beginning.

Also on an international level, new partnerships were stimulated. An interesting case in point was the partnership established between the city of Nakuru and the city in Leuven (in Belgium); starting from a mutual learning spirit, it helped strengthening Localizing Agenda 21 processes in both cities; it facilitated exchanges between youngsters to learn about each other’s environmental problems and understanding the lifestyles and qualities inherent in both cultural contexts.
5. Space  as  a  basic Resource
Sustainable urban development hinges also on a much better use of local physical resources and potentials. This requires a much greater sense of the inherent uniqueness and character of the locale : no two towns are  alike and everyone(the habitué, the newcomer, the outside professional, all in their own way)   needs to discover (or rediscover) this uniqueness. This process of understanding takes time;.Likewise efforts to develop a series of strategies which enhance the inherent potentials of the place only  emerge  by building up a sensitivity to a place.  The project re-emphasized the key attention for such elements as a more careful use of land, of open spaces, of improved urban infrastructure,  a reorientation of development debates towards a symbiosis –rather than a conflict – of nature areas and built-up areas; the project developed solutions combining protective and productive landscapes : in Essauoira for example the eastern town edge became an urban park mediating between nature reserve and growing selttlements; in Nakuru the National Park edge and the city were seen as complementary rather than antagonistic. Similarly, the rediscovery of the quality of built environment of both the past heritage and of future urban character helped to develop more appropriate strategies related to the transport network, to open spaces, to diversity of neighborhoods, etc. This re-emphasizing proved to be necessary because decision-making and planning often centred around the processes and neglected the products; in other words, one could have a process of involving all actors in planning discussions but forgetting that the outcome is a built city with better housing, improved community facilities and public spaces, better accessibility for all citizens, improved parks and playgrounds, opportunities for urban agriculture, etc. .In addition, many such physical  interventions outlast the people who planned and built them, but surely shape the quality of the city for future generations. 
PAGE  
1

