
How do we engage with sustainability in our own work? 

 

Our entry to the subject was the observation that SD was a normative orientation in Luxembourgian spatial 

planning. Later, we observed it as well in Swiss spatial planning. Together, these formed the backgrounds of 

two CORE projects funded by the Fonds National de la Recherche (FNR) and the University of Luxembourg: 

SUSTAINLUX and SUSTAINGOV. 

Local urban planning policy is widely accepted as one appropriate scale of SD intervention. Rydin 

(2010, 136) identified three reasons why this is so: first, planning can permit new forms of urban 

development that can reshape cities towards sustainability goals; second, new development can underpin 

urban change with sustainable technologies and infrastructure; and third, development proposals are often 

approved by governmental planning offices which are therefore the primary body in control over change 

towards sustainability or not. The ever widespread notion that the planet is becoming urbanized has also 

further fuelled the idea that urban spaces are increasingly important focal points of intervention (Rydin 

2010).  

Yet, in practice things are more difficult to manage, than it initially appears. While SD figures 

prominently across European and North American policy documents, there are also a plethora of problems 

at the level of implementation. A recent ‘Interface’ in Planning Theory & Practice (Carr et al. 2015) provides 

an overview of these contradictions. It showed how these approaches have, in practice, produced not only 

new sets of problems to be dealt with, but have also achieved very little headway in terms of addressing 

fundamental underlying problems that triggered the call for SD in the first place. Sometimes the SD is too 

fuzzy and blurred in its articulation. Sometimes the approaches are too top-down and insensitive to specific 

local variations. Sometimes planners and activists are so fixated on planning orthodoxies – such as density 

or integration – that the point is missed altogether. Or, against the background of current modes in political 

economic urban restructuring, SD approaches are increasingly driven by market forces – another problem. 

It shows that, to date, no recipe for SD exists, in fact. 

We buttress our approach to SD with several conceptual approaches such as policy mobility, scale 

theory, enclave urbanity, and discourse theory. It is important to understand that SD ‘travels’, depending 

on context and power relations, so policies cannot be easily stamped across space at will. Rather, policies 

are at best implemented asynchronously across geographies -- if implemented at all -- as policy transfer is a 

contextually grounded process rooted in locally specific socio-political and economic arrangements. The 

related power dynamics are overarching urban and regional sustainability planning, particularly in a small 

state like Luxembourg. This brings us to the concept of SD as an empty and master signifier. This work 

understands SD as necessarily void of content (empty), and that the act of naming an empty-signifier 

performs a discursive function allowing policy-makers to bring a certain order into their work. Based on 



Davidson (2010), Carr (2015) showed that redirecting discursive spheres also has spatial material 

implications, meaning that SD is a powerful discursive device useful in controlling urban transformation. 

 

Our ongoing contribution to Sustainability 

 

We see two interrelated issues that may be explored in the foreseeable future. First, much of the new 

rationality of sustainability moults into popular labels such as ‘green’ or ‘smart’ where the city is the 

primary, if not ideal setting. This search for practical solutions in the city is further buttressed by the 

‘sustainability business’ and associated green-washing practices that have emerged, as well as a variety of 

tools to assess, monitor, evaluate, and certify sustainability initiatives (indicators, metrics, and planning 

orthodoxies such as density, integrated, or holistic planning) that have become standard practice. Second, 

there is good reason to explore the research-policy nexus and rework some considerations with regards to 

rationalist modes in SD and emerging sustainability modernities, not least given the expectation that 

science provides robust answers to pressing societal problems. In this context, we would like to interrogate 

the tensions between the construction of positivist sustainability on the one hand, and the position of the 

critical but engaged researcher on the other hand. 
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