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2. Context and background

2.1. Synthesis of the conceptual 
evolution on urban sustainability
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Table 2.1  Evolution and content of the main reports, documents or action plans addressing sustainable development

Date Title Respon-
sibility

Author/
editor

Applica-
bility 
domain* 

Document type Framework/description

I EU N R L

1987 Brundtland 
report: Our 
common 
future

United 
Nations

World 
Commission on 
Environment and 
Development

Report Introduces the concept of 
sustainable development as: 
‘development that meets the 
needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their 
own needs’.

1987 Fourth 
environmen-
tal action 
programme

European 
Union

Programme Introduces for the first time an 
integrated approach to urban 
environment at European scale.

1990 Green paper 
on urban 
environment

European 
Commis-
sion

European 
Commission

Communication This paper was a landmark on 
urban environment. 
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Date Title Respon-
sibility

Author/
editor

Applica-
bility 
domain* 

Document type Framework/description

I EU N R L

1991 European 
Commission 
Expert 
Group on 
the Urban 
Environment

European 
Commis-
sion

Advisory group Created to consider how future 
town and land use planning 
strategies could incorporate 
environmental objectives, and 
how the European Commission 
could develop the urban 
environment within the 
Community environmental 
policy. Recently it has evolved 
with the creation of specific 
working groups.

1992 Treaty on 
European 
Union 
(Maastricht 
Treaty)

European 
Union

Treaty Refers to sustainable 
development in Article B under 
general conditions and in 
Article 2 under principles. The 
treaty refers to environmental 
protection in instrumental terms 
as being necessary for 
economic growth.

1992 UNCED — 
United 
Nations 
Conference 
on 
Environment 
and 
Develop-
ment (the 
Earth 
Summit)

United 
Nations

Conference The result of the conference 
consisted of five official 
documents: (1) Rio Declaration; 
(2) Agenda 21; (3) Biodiversity 
Convention; (4) Climate 
Convention; (5) Forest 
principles. Emphasis must be 
given to the content of Article 
28 of Agenda 21, which is the 
one relating to local authorities 
and the basis for the 
subsequent process of the 
sustainable cities and towns 
Campaign. Through Chapter 28 
of Agenda 21, local activities 
should play a vital role in 
educating, mobilising and 
responding to the public in 
order to promote sustainable 
development.

1992 Fifth 
environ-
mental 
action 
programme

European 
Union

Programme Sets the environmental agenda 
for the period 1993–2000 
introducing the EU policy for 
sustainability and requiring an 
integrated approach. 

1993 Global 
strategy for 
health and 
environment

Healthy 
Cities 
project

World Health 
Organization 
(WHO)

Publication Publication based on the 
connection between health, 
environment and urban 
development. It also places a 
strong emphasis on the 
involvement and participation 
of the population. 

1993 The DOBRIS 
assessment: 
Europe’s 
environment

European 
Environ-
ment 
Agency

EEA Report Report on the state of the 
environment in Europe 
prepared for the Sofia 
Conference. Contains a 
detailed analysis of the state of 
the environment in Europe’s 
urban areas.

1994 Aalborg 
Charter

ICLEI Conference 
organised by 
ICLEI

Charter The charter states a consensus 
declaration towards urban 
sustainability among cities and 
initiates the sustainable cities 
and towns campaign, proposing 
the engagement of urban 
communities in the Local 
Agenda 21 process.
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Date Title Respon-
sibility

Author/
editor

Applica-
bility 
domain* 

Document type Framework/description

I EU N R L

1996 Lisbon 
action plan

ICLEI Conference 
organised by 
ICLEI

Action plan The Lisbon action plan states 
the need to prepare local 
governments for the Local 
Agenda 21 process and 
establish strategies to involve 
local communities and 
encourage the use of 
sustainability tools such as the 
application of environmental 
management and audit 
schemes.

1996 Sustainable 
cities report

EC 
Expert 
Group

Communication Promotes the use of indicators 
to measure the progress 
towards sustainability. 

1997 Habitat II 
(the City 
Summit)

United 
Nations 
on 
Human 
Settle-
ments

UN Conference Second UN conference on 
human settlements in Istanbul. 
It was organised to raise public 
awareness about the problems 
of human settlements, and seek 
commitment from the world’s 
governments to make all places 
of human habitation healthy, 
safe, just and sustainable.

1997 Amsterdam 
Treaty

European 
Union

European Union Stresses the importance of 
environmental issues and the 
need to integrate 
environmental protection 
requirements into the 
implementation of Community 
policies and activities with 
particular attention paid to the 
promotion of sustainable 
development. For the first time 
it integrates sustainable 
development as one of the 
objectives of the Community.

1997 Towards an 
urban 
agenda

European 
Commis-
sion

European 
Commission

Policy paper This paper sets out the key 
challenges which affect cities, in 
general, and reviews existing 
EU policies which have direct or 
indirect impacts on cities. It also 
proposes directions for future 
actions and approaches for 
urban policies in Europe, 
namely those which promote 
sustainable development and 
the quality of life in cities. 

1998 DOBRIS+3 European 
Environ-
ment 
Agency

EEA Report Report on the pan-European 
state of the environment. It was 
prepared for the Aarhus 
Conference of European 
Ministers supporting the 
‘Environment for Europe’ 
process.

1998 Urban 
Forum

European 
Commis-
sion

European 
Commission

Conference/
Forum

Publication of the Commission’s 
urban action plan which aimed 
to adopt European policies for 
the sustainable development of 
urban areas and launched the 
URBAN initiative.

1998 Sustainable 
develop-
ment in the 
European 
Union: A 
framework 
for action

European 
Commis-
sion

European 
Commission

EC 
Communication 

Communication COM (98) 605 
underlined the importance of 
evaluating existing and planned 
activities to support local 
sustainability and the need to 
explore methods to monitor 
progress on Local Agenda 21.
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2.2. A European urban atlas?
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Date Title Respon-
sibility

Author/
editor

Applica-
bility 
domain* 

Document type Framework/description

I EU N R L

1998 Urban audit European 
Commis-
sion

Programme It was launched as an attempt to 
gather comparable information 
and data at city, wider territorial 
unit and sub-city levels. 
Promotes the use of reference 
indicators intended to cover 
five fields such as: (1) socio-
economic aspects; (2) 
participation in civic life; (3) 
training and education; (4) 
environment; (5) culture and 
leisure. 

1999 European 
spatial 
develop-
ment 
perspective 
(ESDP)

European 
Commis-
sion

European 
Commission

Document The ESDP conveys a vision of 
the future of the EU territory. In 
its aims and guidelines, it 
provides a general source of 
reference for actions with 
spatial impact. The ESDP major 
aim is to work towards a 
balanced and sustainable 
development of the territory of 
the European Union. 

2000 Hannover 
Call

Sustainab
le Cities 
Camp-
aign

Conference Charter The Hannover Call emphasises 
the priority of local sustainable 
development as the basis for a 
sustainable society, creating a 
clear responsibility for urban 
sustainable development 
issues.

2001 Sixth 
environment 
action 
programme

European 
Commis-
sion

Programme This programme provides the 
environmental component of 
the Community’s forthcoming 
strategy for sustainable 
development.

2001 A sustainable 
Europe for a 
better world: 
A European 
Union 
strategy for 
sustainable 
develop-
ment

Commis-
sion of 
the 
European 
Commu-
nities

Commission of 
the European 
Communities

Communication 
from the 
Commission

Communication COM (2001) 
264 is the Commission’s 
proposal to the Gothenburg 
European Council, for a long-
term strategy dovetailing 
policies for economically, 
socially and ecologically 
sustainable development.

* I — International level    EU — European Union level    N — National level   R — Regional level   L — Local level
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