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The research sits at the nexus of 4 streams of thought: 
 

 
1. Sustainable Spatial Development 

 
Over the past 14 years, in Luxembourg has developed a wide variety of 
policy mechanisms, planning practices, and even government Ministries, 
in an effort to address sustainable spatial development (Carr 2011). 
While, in their entirety, these objectives are ambitious and broad in their 
scope, there are major weaknesses.  

 
In Switzerland, sustainable development policies are also both omni-

present and contested. The Swiss Federal Office for Spatial Develop-
ment (ARE), holds “sustainable development” of paramount importance, 
and aims to achieve it through cross-jurisdictional co-operation for the 
betterment of mobility, settlement structure, integration, energy, and se-
curity (Ray 2012). However, the challenges for Switzerland to find a bal-
ance of vertical and horizontal perspectives, and maintain standards of 
living across (see Diener et al. 2001) clearly remain on the agenda. De-
velopment conditions are unfolding at a pace of 1.3 m2/second (Bühl-
mann et al. 2011: 5). Further, with high populations and densities in the 
urban regions -- 614 persons/km2 in the north-west urban regions 
(Bühlmann et al. 2011: 6) -- there is pressing need to coordinate further 
urbanization. Organizations such as ASPAN and IBA Basel2020, and 
researchers at the ETH, are challenged with finding ways to network 
stakeholders and find solutions to related conflicts. 

 
Thus, there is an outstanding research imperative if integrated sus-

tainable spatial development in Luxembourg shall be addressed inclu-
sively and effectively. SUSTAIN_GOV aims to examine this through a 
comparative investigation of governance practices while underscoring 
the important issues of scale and re-scaling. 

 
 
 
 



   
 

 
 

2. Urban Planning and Governance Studies 
 
It is widely discussed in the academic literature that there has been a 
shift in policy-making in recent decades, which has led to the governance 
approach as an analytical framework for examining policy-making.  

 
As seen in SUSTAINLUX, Luxembourg’s spatial policy and urban 

planning setting is a case for governance, as it embodies multi-actor, 
cross-sector, and multi-level processes. Further, spatial planning and 
policy-making is situated in a fragmented and complex environment, 
characterised by small municipalities with limited public planning capa-
bilities, and a young tradition of higher-level planning and regulation.  
 

In Switzerland, Thierstein et. al. (2006) identified similar changes. The 
Glattal-Stadt, - the primary object of study of SUSTAIN_GOV -- is an un-
defined area in the north of the City of Zurich that is transforming under 
various formal and informal planning instruments: and hence the conclu-
sion that the area represents an “multi-level ongoing task” (vielschichtige 
Daueraufgabe) (Thierstein, Held, and Gabi 2005: 327). These process-
es, which include the construction of infrastructure (such as the Glattal 
Tram), demand vertical (Federal, Canton, Municipal) as well as horizon-
tal (inter-municipal, inter-Cantonal, and inter-institutional) co-operation, 
and furthermore a degree of civic consensus generated through public 
referendums. Furthermore, themes that surface in this process are remi-
niscent of the situation of Luxembourg: downtown versus periphery, 
emerging Zwischenstadt typologies, exorbitant land prices, and conflicts 
of urban versus rural interests that are not unrelated to the nation’s feu-
dal past and tertiary industrial present.  

 
It would thus be of interest to examine consensus generating practices 

operating across a complex arena of urban transformation. 
 

3. Rescaling and Transformation 
 
The multi-layered character of governance also responds to changing 
conditions of globalization (see Hall 1984; Friedman 1986; Marcuse and 
Kempen 2000; Smith 2000; Amin and Thrift 2002; Taylor et al. 2006). In 
this regard, the complex scalar setting – that is, the densely interwoven 
macro- and meso-scales -- can be conceived of in the context of rescal-
ing (Brenner 2004). 

 
The City of Luxembourg represents an ideal type in this respect, as it 

is simultaneously a quasi- or Beta-Metropolis as well as a local place, 
both of which are embedded in a context where the global financial and 



   
 

 
 

service industries are generally recognized as the drivers of the economy 
and the country’s wealth (Schulz and Walther 2009). Attempts to man-
age change have revealed conflicting rationales or logics of develop-
ment, and planning at different scales.  

 
The shifting geography of social spaces in Switzerland has received 

much attention in conceptual urban research (see Diener et al. 2001). 
Observations of functional changes over time have revealed the Swiss 
experience of rescaling. The Glattal-Stadt has no specifically bordered 
area. It spans roughly across the 11th and 12th Districts of the City of 
Zurich, spreads northeast towards the Zurich Airport, and encompasses 
nine neighbouring municipalities. It is thus perceived as a collection of 
colliding as well as overlapping spaces of negotiation, and engulfing a 
complex set of institutions, who have varying sets of responsibility and 
jurisdictional arrangements (Thierstein et al. 2005: 327). Finally, its 
emergence was a response to the regionalization of Zurich’s finance and 
service oriented economy (Diener et al. 2001: 620).  

 
SUSTAIN_GOV will observe the Glattal Stadt and how this space is 

negotiated at the various changing scales of horizontal and vertical influ-
ence.  

 
4. Comparative Urban Studies 

 
SUSTAIN_GOV is a comparative study. However, scholarly literature re-
veals a number of caveats in comparative urban research. According to 
Reimer and Blotevogel (2012: 10-11) three of those are that:  a) they of-
ten compare structural administrative planning bodies embedded in na-
tional systems, “Planning systems then appear as relatively inflexible, 
deterministic structures, which are bound by their historical context,”; b) 
the focus on national planning systems overlooks the diversity within any 
one country; and, c) it is doubtful whether national classification of plan-
ning systems really provides answers to larger and deeper questions 
concerning planning style, context, reflexivity.  
 
The authors therefore suggest a broadened conceptual approach that 
addresses a dialectic of “planning culture” and “planning system.” 

 
Building off this research, SUSTAIN_GOV will develop a comparative 

and contextual analysis of governance that maps onto research ap-
proaches that rest on relational comparison (see Robinson 2011). This 
work strives to transcend boundaries and divides that have been thrown 
up by modernist notions of cities as distinct, particular, and incommensu-
rate. This approach understands urban spaces as constitutive of and by 



   
 

 
 

their relations with each other (ibid.), and challenges researchers to re-
configure concurrent imaginations about cities and urban spaces. 
 
 
 
 
 


