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URBAN SUSTAINABILITY, THE CHALLENGE OF DRAWING 

LINKS 

 

Abstract 

Significant efforts have been made within the international society to establish an effective 

approach to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, the highly 

diversified contexts of regions, or even cities, implied the eventual failure of a top-down 

solution. The current definition and indicators of sustainability are neither inclusive nor clear 

enough to serve as guidance for cities to tackle their development problems. Therefore, this 

article stresses the need for “bottom-up governance”, by which cities can be autonomous, 

pertinent and reflexive in designing their own sustainable development patterns. Meanwhile, 

as urbanization has become a distinct factor in development, urban governance must be the 

main arena where sustainable policies are implemented. With this, resilience and urban 

sustainability are two paradigms that can serve as levers of public action. 

 

Nevertheless, before looking for a clear solution to converge urban governance and the SDGs, the 

article mainly aims to understand the complexity behind sustainable urban governance by 

following a simple hypothesis: sustainability’s first challenge is about drawing links. Only when 

one understands the fundamental connections among different governance levels and various 

sectoral policies, can one move forward with translating sustainability into governance practices 

and frameworks. 
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Introduction 
 

 “Cities must urge urban planners and architects to reinforce pedestrianism as an 

integrated city policy to develop lively, safe, sustainable and healthy cities” (p. 6). This 

small-scale view, promoted by Jan Gehl in 2013, is particularly illustrative of the nuances 

and scales of urban sustainability. As the new paradigm of public action, sustainability has 

been placed at the heart of international governance frameworks, namely the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), first, followed by Habitat III1 in Quito, 2016. Along with 

ambitious guidelines, sustainability has become the new perspective to analyze urban 

territories at a global scale.  

 

 As a trendy new paradigm, sustainability has soon been translated into public policies 

aimed at producing urban planning tools. Following the Habitat III conclusions, which stated 

that cities—who comprise a meager 2 percent of total land—account for 60 percent of global 

energy consumption, 70 percent of greenhouse gas emissions, and 70 percent of global waste, 

new challenges started to appear at the top of the Global Agenda. Sustainability, as a 

reflexive tool, had and continues to have an advantage in drawing links between social, 

economic, and environmental priorities. It proposes to build new centralities and new urban 

experiences, to make cities the new political actors of the SDGs.  

 

 However, as sustainability requires a holistic approach, it seems that political tools 

and governance frameworks hardly connect those dimensions. On the one hand, sustainability 

is promoted as a concrete action tool for the so-called TOD (Transport Oriented 

Development), public space quality, and landscape planning, among others. On the other 

hand, it remains a vague, overarching concept in international governance framework. 

 

 This article proposes to understand the complexity behind the new paradigm of 

sustainable urban governance, by following the hypothesis that sustainability’s first challenge 

is about drawing links. For instance, drawing links between governance levels, sectoral 

policies, and various actors. Exploration of the concepts and objectives that revolve around 

sustainability will be a guiding thread to the final report, which hopes to understand why 

sustainability, although being an extremely powerful reflexive tool, remains hardly 

                                                 
1 The United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development which took place in Quito, 

Ecuador in 2016 
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transposable into concrete levers of public action that target sustainability of growth, 

inhabitants’ well-being, protection of ecosystems, and the environment as a whole.  

1. Urban sustainability: a political choice first  
 

1.1. Urban sustainability: complexity as watchword for governance 
  

 “Sustainable development is eluding the entire planet” (p. 2208). This quote written 

by Jeffrey Sachs in 2012 is still relevant today.  As the speed of urbanization continues to 

increase alongside the escalation of human damage on the environment and other urgent 

problems correlated with rapid urban development, the issue of sustainability in the urban 

realm has inevitably come to the forefront of the debate in all fields—academia, politics and 

governance civil society. In September 2015, to replace the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), which had been in place for fifteen years, the United Nations adopted a list of 17 

finalized Sustainable Development Goals.  The SDGs, backed by concrete targets and 

indicators, were designed to create a set of common aims for communities in all countries to 

achieve by 2030.  

 

 Adopted by the UN in 2000, the MDGs marked an unprecedented and effective global 

mobilization tool to achieve a list of worldwide social and economic priorities. By 

establishing measurable and timebound objectives, they helped to promote political 

accountability, improved data and metrics as well as fostered social and public pressures. 

Indeed, this “global report card”, as Bill Gates put it, has generated important incentives, 

particularly in developing countries that have made substantial progress towards the MDGs. 

While they have received much attention from national governments, the success of 

developing countries is also a result of the fact that the MDGs have largely been incorporated 

into the discourse and objectives of civil society and non-governmental organizations. The 

global progress made towards attaining the MDGs is, however, largely mitigated by the huge 

variations across regions and goals as well as its unintended resulting high levels of 

inequality. Furthermore, the new urgent priority of environmental sustainability was not 

included in the MDGs.  

 

 The lessons learned from the failure of MDGs suggested that a new worldwide 

approach to development—one that takes into account environmental sustainability and 

inequality across regions and communities—was necessary. It is for this reason that the idea 
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of sustainable development, which embraces the “triple bottom line approach to human well-

being” (Sachs, 2012) encompassing economic development, environmental sustainability and 

social inclusion, eventually gained ground. While the MDGs focused on helping poor 

countries catch up to the levels of development of rich countries, assuming their solidarity 

and assistance, the SDGs retains and expands the MDGs targeting both rich and poor 

countries alike.  

 

However, an essential element to ensure and contribute to the successful attainment of 

the SDGs by 2030 is governance. Indeed, at the international level, the idea of efficient 

governance is already compromised. One obvious issue is that, despite the strong local 

dimensions present in the formulation of the SDGs, the list itself only specifically mentions 

cities in Goal 11, by vowing to “make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 

and sustainable” (ECOSOC, 2016). The New Urban Agenda, a two-decade long strategy for 

the development of cities, was produced during the Habitat III Convention, which involved 

only heads of states. Although paying attention to similar priorities as the SDGs and in some 

cases offering a more precise roadmap, such as technocratic financial solutions to implement 

the 2030 agenda, the results of Habitat III have not been fully harmonized with the SDGs.  

 

As an intellectual counterpoint to Habitat III, four famous figures of urbanism—Joan 

Clos, Richard Sennett, Ricky Burdett and Saskia Sassen—have published the Quito Papers 

with the aim of contributing to the debate on what a sustainable city should look and feel like. 

Far from containing clear guidelines for planning, designing or building the perfect city, the 

Quito Papers seek to be the direct opposite of the Charter of Athens2 and are rather 

reflections on the development of urbanism in the past century as well as remarks and 

thoughts stemming from the four thinkers’ trips to many cities around the world. “Leave 

space to society” says Clos, former mayor of Barcelona (Quito Papers as cited in Scruggs, 

2016). Indeed, planning is important but planning alone does not make a city.  All work on 

planning should begin with and take into account existing practices and experiences of the 

city. Richard Sennett, sociologist, declares that his vision “is far from the functional, efficient, 

                                                 
2 The Charter of Athens was an urban planning document, produced by the Swiss architect Le Corbusier in 

1943. It was based on the Radiant City (1935) and urban studies undertaken by the Congrès International 

d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) in the early 1930s. 
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conflict-free city. I hope the Quito Papers will inspire a much more complex, open, 

incomplete vision” (Quito Papers as cited in Scruggs, 2016).  

 

Therefore, what kind of governance can bridge the gap between local diversity and 

global universality? In what manner should we conceive governance to ensure that the SDGs, 

adopted at the universal level, are adequately translated at all levels of society and attain the 

objectives set by global leadership by 2030? We believe that the governance framework that 

is required to implement the SDGs successfully across geographical, economic and social 

contexts must be adaptable to and be able to fully undertake the complexity of our globalized 

society. The era of MDGs, where international and national policymakers wished to make a 

one-size-fit-all solution work, is a bygone era. Building on the concepts of “common but 

differentiated governance and metagovernance” developed by Louis Meuleman and Ingeborg 

Niestroy (2015), we conceptualize governance as multifaceted, multilevel and intrinsically 

relational.  

 

 

Source: Conceptualization of governance (input/output/networks/multilevel), Meuleman & 

Niestroy 2015, p. 12297 
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1.2. A multi-scalar and multi-stakeholder governance 
 

 Analyzing the complexity of governance schemes at a global scale requires a broader 

vision in the long run. Over the last 25 years, the so-called Local Agenda 21 (LA21) 

processes have had significant impact in fostering local government work towards 

sustainability. However, LA21 implies the “top-down approach” where local governments 

take charge in determining goals, finding solutions and setting action plans. This traditional 

mode of governance has proved to be a failure in dealing with the complexity, uncertainty 

and dynamism of sustainability challenges. In fact, a major contributing factor to this failure 

is the lack of synergy between different stakeholders (Wittmayer and Roorda, 2014). 

Government alone cannot address sustainability challenges, and neither can any other single 

actor. In April 2016, in view of the new Urban Agenda to be adopted at the Habitat III 

Conference in Quito, the PLATFORMA, the European Voice of Local and Regional 

Authorities for Development, drafted a recommendation and called on the members of the 

EU to support the cooperation with local stakeholders and the establishment of horizontal 

partnerships. Later in May 2016, the Urban Agenda for the EU also emphasized on effective 

urban governance, including citizens’ participation and new models of governance. Thus, the 

essence that sustainable development should not only be a task for governments, but a task 

for the whole society including businesses, research institutes, the general public, and civil 

society, was recognized and promoted.  

 

Unfortunately, little attention has been paid to discussing in detail the roles and 

responsibilities of these stakeholders in achieving sustainability at the local level, especially 

those of businesses. Civil society has been active and powerful in framing and implementing 

effective sustainable development policies as well as localizing the sustainable development 

goals (ACSC, 2016). The businesses (i.e. private sector), on the other hand, have experienced 

slow changes in their commitment to social and environmental responsibilities. While many 

multinational companies targeted by strong public criticism have improved their workforce 

conditions and environmental standards, a myriad of small and medium local businesses have 

kept a low profile and have shown little incentive in changing their “business as usual” 

practice (Smith, 2013). Therefore, government should aim for a co-creation process that 

allows all actors to contribute from their own position and perspective, take the lead in setting 

the sustainability agenda, and drive the path towards sustainability, which ultimately would 
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give them a better sense of ownership and encourage greater engagement and commitment 

(Wittmayer et al., 2014).  

 

1.3. Which dimensions should be considered? 
 

A considerable volume of research has attempted and succeeded in defining the physical 

dimension of urban sustainability, namely its urban form. The elements of urban form can 

range from density, land use, location, accessibility, transport, infrastructure, and distribution 

of open space. However, the economic, environmental, and social dimensions are too abstract 

to be unfolded at the urban level.  Yet much of the belief on sustainability of cities has 

focused on changing the urban form. This includes increasing the density of development, 

ensuring a mix of land uses, containing urban “sprawl,” and achieving social and economic 

diversity and vitality—often characterized as the concept of a “compact city” (Jenks and 

Jones, 2010).  However, these “solutions” have not been adequately tested and the 

environmental, social and economic consequences of denser urban forms are poorly 

understood (Jenks and Jones, 2010). For example, claims about higher densities suggest 

benefits in energy savings, but those benefits might be outweighed by the loss of open space. 

Other claims positively link compact urban form to social equity through better access to 

facilities and jobs, better public transport, and lower levels of social segregation, but there are 

those who say that it leads to negative impacts such as poorer access to green spaces, poorer 

health, reduced living space, and less affordable housing (Jenks and Jones, 2010).  

 

Understanding the dimensions of the sustainable city is complex and requires a lot of 

attention. It is essential to comprehend the influences of a particular urban form on economic, 

environmental and social sustainability in order to properly assess urban sustainability and 

determine appropriate development paths for a city.  

 

2. Why urban sustainability remains a challenge?  
 

2.1. The subjective debate on definitions 
 

 Urban sustainability remains a challenge largely because the understanding of 

sustainability itself can be elusive.  Its current conception can be traced back to the 

Brundtland Commission report of 1987, which introduced the term sustainable development.  
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The commission defined it as development which “meets the needs of current generations 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 

1987, p. 16). Despite the fact that the idea of sustainable development lacked clarity and 

depth in meaning, an issue much debated shortly after the publication of the commission’s 

report, it has been and continues to be a widely used term within the international community 

(UNECE, 2005).  

 

This ambiguity has led to the formulation of somewhat diverging perceptions of 

sustainability, which might be deduced under two paradigms: environmentally-centric and 

people-centric. In its early years of growth, sustainability was almost immediately understood 

to mean environmental protection and it was under this paradigm that the term remained 

relevant. Du Pisani (2006) and Macekura (2015; as cited in Hamblin 2016), in their 

reflections of the history of 

sustainability, both identify 

sustainability as a response to the 

realization of society’s “limits to 

growth”, essentially the finiteness of 

Earth’s resources. 

The emergence of a more 

people-centric understanding of 

sustainability - which includes social 

and particularly socioeconomic 

dimensions - did not occur until later, 

and today is still slowly progressing 

out of the periphery and into 

mainstream sustainability dialogues.  

This continues to be the case even for 

the so-called “top” sustainable cities 

(e.g. Zurich, London, and Shanghai), 

which tend to rank highly on the 

environmental dimension but rank 

much lower on the people dimension 

(Arcadis, 2016).  The previously 

 

DEVELOPING THE INDICATORS 

 
Based on an article by James Keirstead and Matt Leach 
(2008), “Bridging the Gaps Between Theory and 
Practice: a Service Niche Approach to Urban 
Sustainability Indicators” 

In the article, the authors chose to assess the 
‘quality of life’ indicators developed by the city of London 
(today there are a total of 33 indicators as cited in CAG 
2013). Though they recognized that the indicators 
achieved successes as policy instruments, their overall 
opinion on the indicators’ effectiveness in measuring 
urban sustainability was negative.  The authors stated a 
number of issues with London’s sustainability approach 
namely: 

It does not include a clear description of what 
urban sustainability definition it is working under nor 
what kind of sustainable city it aims to become. 

The indicators do not have specific policy targets. 

There is no proper method for assessment as data 
gathered is simply assessed by comparing to data 
from previous years. 

There is a need for deeper understanding of the 
linkages between the indicators. 

As a solution to these shortcomings, Keirstead and 
Leach then proposed their idea of a service-niche 
approach to developing indicators.  The process begins 
with the choice of a specific sector in urban sustainability 
(e.g. energy), which would be associated with explicit 
goals. Then, an indicator framework would be 
established through identifying the existing drivers, 
activities, resource consumed, and impacts within that 
sector.  The information gathered could thus serve to 
identify appropriate and sector-specific indicators. 
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mentioned trends on the discourse of sustainability certainly explain this imbalance.  

However, the one-sided discourse was only further substantiated by the governance model of 

cities; whether affected by political agenda and priorities, democratic or nondemocratic 

processes, among others.    

 

The definition of sustainability has most certainly been expanded since the 1987 

commission. It has evolved to become more specific and to meet the growing knowledge on 

the needs of society.  Thus far, sustainability has come to be regarded as a forward-looking 

objective of achieving sustained ecological resilience, inclusive economic development, and 

social progression towards equality.  

However, if one examines it even deeper, 

the implications behind these goals 

remain ambiguous and ultimately, only 

continue to add to the subjective debate 

on what is urban sustainability (Keirstead 

and Leach, 2008). 

 

2.2. Tackling 

measurement and sustainability 

indicators 
 

 Due to the difficulty of defining 

sustainability, problems related to its 

measurement arise. Major international 

organizations have developed a set of 

principles and indicators aimed at helping 

countries integrate the SDGs in their 

agenda. The OECD set up its Green 

Growth Indicators, which tries to 

overcome the problems related to 

accountability through providing a 

measurement framework based on (1) 

analytical soundness, (2) measurability 

IN SCOPE: A COMPROMISE BETWEEN 

GLOBAL AND LOCAL 

 
A study by Rajaonson et al. (2009): “Measuring 
the sustainability of cities: An analysis of the use 
of local indicators” 

The authors observed 17 studies related to 
urban sustainability, each conducted in different 
cities in the US, Canada and Europe. They found 
that the 17 studies used between 10 to 86 
sustainable development indices and in total 188 
indicators were applied. Thanks to a survey-based 
selection strategy, the authors classified each 
indicator according to the World Commission on 
Environment and Development (“Sustainable 
development is development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs) and 
the Brundtland Report’s definitions (Sustainable 
development must be: equitable, livable and 
viable), identified overlaps and most frequently 
used indicators, and created 20 categories. In 
order to get the optimal level of indicators, the 
authors eliminated among the most frequent ones 
those that did not increase the coverage of 
components or categories, meaning that they did 
not have a meaningful impact on the 
completeness of the data set. (The number 32 
was obtained by the same reasoning) Thus, 32 
was further reduced to 29, becoming the optimal 
number. (For the detailed study click here.) 
Through this method called SuBSelec, the authors 
demonstrated the possibility of using a common 
and comparable framework with only 29 indicators 
reflecting the initial distribution of the 188. 

Even though the approach remains subjective 
and its scientific foundations need further 
investigation, such frameworks might resolve the 
global vs. local debate and can represent an 
important step towards a common comparability 
framework.  

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1470160X09001277
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and (3) policy relevance.3 The indicators cover 4 primary domains: environmental and 

resource productivity, natural asset base, environmental quality of life, economic 

opportunities, and policy responses. On the other hand, the UN’s SDGs with the 17 goals and 

230 indicators emphasizes national monitoring that is integrated in a global monitoring 

system. Finally, the World Bank’s World Development Indicators measure development in 6 

main areas: World View, People, Environment, Economy, States and Markets, and Global 

Links4 with hundreds of indicators treating information provided by many international 

sources (including governments, government agencies, non-governmental organizations, etc). 

These are the only three examples that show the variety of existing indicators and assessment 

methods, which clearly raise the question of what should be measured and how it should be 

done. 

As it is commonly believed that sustainability issues are best tackled at a local scale, 

many cities worldwide have integrated urban sustainability in their agenda and set up their 

own measurement methods and indicators. This further challenges the global assessment and 

comparability of urban sustainability. Certainly, a one-size-fits-all approach must be avoided, 

as specific circumstances play a key role in shaping local policies. However, sharing the 

different practices adopted and their impacts, could lead to the identification of “best 

practices” that could be applied to other local contexts. The European Green Capital Award 

that rewards best practices within cities in the EU, for instance, fosters knowledge-sharing 

through the publication of these cities’ “best practice methods”. A step further in this project 

could be the establishment of an advisory panel, composed of the winners, who could serve 

as consultants to other cities needing advice on how to integrate sustainable development in 

their agendas. 

 Ultimately, this might lead to a more universal guiding framework that includes a 

common comparative basis enabling the development of standard processes. However, in 

order to achieve such a framework, tight and constant cooperation is needed not only between 

cities at a global scale, but most importantly between the scientific community and 

policymakers. 

 

 

                                                 
3 OECD, Green Growth Indicators, http://www.oecd.org/greengrowth/greengrowthindicators.htm 
4 World Bank categories of indicators, http://wdi.worldbank.org/tables  

http://www.oecd.org/greengrowth/greengrowthindicators.htm
http://www.oecd.org/greengrowth/greengrowthindicators.htm
http://wdi.worldbank.org/tables
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3. Resilience and sustainability: which link?  
 

3.1. Risk management and resilience, new imperatives of urban 

sustainability?  
 

 Amid the ever-pressing concern of urban sustainability, cities are responsible for 

ensuring the conditions of quality living that is simultaneously acceptable in social, 

economic, environmental, and political terms. Within this framework, city planners and 

designers have tended to develop a model of urban sustainability based on durability and 

stability, a strategy that is not adapted to the city’s innate dynamism and volatility. As a 

result, a focus is now being given to an approach which aims to anticipate failures, plan 

responses to problems in urban scenarios, and design a preventive strategy and healthy city 

systems that deal with these risks so that they are foreseen, minimized and contained. Hence, 

risk management and resilience strategies occupy a central role in the urban sustainability 

framework. 

 

 More specifically, cities all over the world face the challenge of ensuring the 

inclusion of regions inhabited by the poorest sectors of society within its formal framework. 

This objective of de-marginalization is thus reinforced by the importance of co-responsibility 

and a participatory approach in the shared management of urban spaces. Doing so enhances 

the expansion of environmental awareness which then translates into effective action and an 

informed civil society, prepared not only to understand and claim its rights but also to 

exercise its responsibility in realizing sustainability. 

 

 The notion of inclusion, consequently, poses a challenge for urban governance leaders 

and changemakers worldwide. This is partly due to the duality of cities—the formal city, on 

the one hand, and the informal one, on the other (Jacobi, 2006). On a daily basis, low-income 

populations are more likely to suffer from so-called “urban environmental risks”—such as 

floods, landslides and soil and water contamination—while, at the same time, are less likely 

to be impacted by public investments towards a more sustainable urban environment. The 

key, hence, lies on an approach to urban development, which relies on a holistic governance 

strategy that encompasses the concerns of sustainability, resilience and risk management.  
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3.2. Resilience and urban sustainability: exploring the potential of two 

paradigms as new levers of public action 

 

 Urban development relies today on two paradigms, urban sustainability and resilience, 

which question our representations of the city. Urban sustainability has been defined as a 

long-term perspective based on two principles: a process that is not compromising for future 

development and that corrects social inequalities. The emergence of sustainability as a 

requirement in urban projects coincides with the emergence of a “risk society” (Beck, 1986). 

The paradigm of urban sustainability fosters a holistic approach of urban development, a 

crucial point also shared by the concept of resilience. Both paradigms highlight the 

complexity of urban development and its various key factors: economic competitiveness, 

social justice, positive externalities, eco-friendly practices, among others. Indeed, resilience 

has often been referred to as an “umbrella concept” (Klein et al., 2004). These two paradigms 

could be seen as two different schools of thought regarding urban development, but our 

hypothesis is that resilience applied to urbanism can be a means to ensure sustainability and 

alternatively, sustainability can be an instrument to improve risk management and build 

resilient cities. Thus, the two paradigms are first political tools which must be at the heart of 

urban governance. Cities are more and more vulnerable to different types of risks (natural, 

industrial, social, etc.). Current policies regarding risk management and mitigation are often 

centered on a single risk, instead of taking into account the specificity of the urban context, 

which fosters domino effects. These interrelations produce new forms of vulnerability, which 

question social inequalities in terms of risk exposure.  

 

Applying those two frameworks to the urban agenda would prioritize a multi-risk and 

multi-scale approach regarding urban governance. Nevertheless, we want to emphasize the 

fact that resilience remains today highly controversial. Particularly, many researchers 

question the performative power of this new antidote, elected “the sexiest buzzword in 

international development” by The Guardian in March of 2013. Many questions remain 

open-ended—although resilience can be an efficient political tool to achieve the SDGs, it 

seems that it needs a “how-to” guide or what the OECD (2014) called a “roadmap to 

resilience”—to be at the heart of public policy design and implementation. Thus, resilience 

needs to be backed by empirical evidence (i.e. urban studies) and concrete anchoring in the 

urban territories to avoid what has been called “the sustainable development dilemma.” 

Among geographers is the concept widely questioned, especially regarding its polysemy, 
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which may weaken its relevance. Indeed, resilience has been applied to human ability to 

recover from shocks, but also to communities and territories. Finally, the political dimension 

of the concept seems to be at the same time its strength (designing and implementing the 

Agenda 2030 objectives and thus fostering real changes), and its main weakness, since it 

appears be a trendy political narrative which could soon become outdated (Béné et al., 2012). 

Therefore, we argue that resilience can be used as a powerful reflexive tool to understand and 

analyze vulnerability and risk exposure with a spatial perspective. Designing sustainable 

policies requires to link reflexive and available/potential action tools in order to produce 

concrete levers of public action. 

 

  Conclusion 

 

 As a new paradigm of both local and global governance, sustainability came to the 

forefront of the political arena of development. It has been incorporated into the discourses, 

incentives and priorities of the Urban Agenda. The new framework required the production 

of new policies, new goals and new indicators. What clearly emerges from the various reports 

and studies is the complexity of defining sustainability, first as a reflexive tool, and secondly 

as a political instrument. The notion is mitigated by the huge variations across regions 

regarding development levels and goals. To overcome this polysemy, “localizing the SDGs” 

has become a new catchphrase, intended to bridge the gap between international governance 

priorities and local development pathways.  

 

The issue of making sustainability measurable and comparable at a global scale has 

not been solved, but there is one dimension which tends to be presented as a core element: 

sustainability is first about drawing links. Drawing links between the suggestive power of 

sustainability as a reflexive tool, and the performative ability required by local governance. 

The hypothesis of the paper is that sustainability cannot be neither understood nor 

implemented if one does not take into account the notions that surround around it. Resilience, 

risk management, social inclusion, public space quality, and green development, among 

others are a whole list of notions that enrich and contribute to define sustainability at a local 

scale. 
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Thus, translating sustainability into governance practices and frameworks requires an 

understanding of the nature of those links and the ability to exploit them. Sustainability has 

been defined as a fashionable buzzword, intended to involve and gather various actors, 

ranging from policymakers to private firms, non-governmental organizations and civil 

society, around the same objective. The research within this paper fosters another approach: 

envisaging sustainability as a focus for reflection and as more than a powerful reflexive tool. 

If urban sustainability has largely been developed as a trendy catchphrase, the intention of the 

paper is to understand why it did not produce a governance framework at the local scale, why 

it has hardly bridged the gap between competing views (SDGs, Habitat III), and how it could 

concretely influence the urban agenda priorities and create levers of public action, rather than 

confining itself to a theoretical concept or marketing tool.  
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