
1 

THE REGIONAL ADMINISTRATION OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT :  
A CONVENTIONAL STUDY APPLIED  

TO THE NORD – PAS DE CALAIS REGION1. 
 

Gaël Plumecocq  
 

PS2A1: Coordinated Session (Heterodox Economics). 
 
 

EconomiX - Université Paris Ouest – Nanterre - La Défense 
200 avenue de la République 
92001 NANTERRE CEDEX 
gael.plumecocq@u-paris10.fr  

PhD Student 
 

 
 
 
Abstract :  
This paper is based on the idea that analyzing sustainable development (SD) regarding legitimacy is 

possible provided we consider a particular vision of sustainability that gets around problems of common 
humanity and of common dignity. As we consider the Nord – Pas de Calais Region’s public organisations 
we can see the implementation of SD raises a double questioning. First on a new civic reality proof that 
competes or completes the elective proof by the establishment of participative procedures. Then on the 
industry ground at work in transversal organisations. These two elements are constituent of a new mode 
of coordination based on SD projects or LA21 projects. 
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1 I would like to thank Pascal Cudicio from the University of Limoges who helped me making this paper as easy to 
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The aim of this paper will not be to attempt to give a definition of what sustainable 
development is or should be. As a preliminary we would simply recall that it refers to a modality 
of development of societies in the long period. That is to say that it is a way to raise the level of 
well-being for all individuals and also that it is a mode of development that creates the 
conditions of its reproduction. In this sense sustainable development is a concept a large majority 
agrees on and meets certain legitimacy. But beyond this consensus there are several problems. 
Two of the main problems are what we would call the problem of political values of sustainable 
development, and the problem of implementing sustainable actions. The latter refers to the fact 
that when sustainable development is applied it is appropriated by actors, which gives it a precise 
meaning regarding the local actors’ conditions. The blur of the concept necessarily requires a 
framework of interpretation in the applications of sustainable development. Regarding the first 
problem the way of how sustainable development is implemented puts at stake values of a wider 
perspective on general well-being. These two are the source of dissensus of how sustainable 
development has to be applied and the ensuing political values. 

As long as these two problems are concerned ways of implementing sustainable development 
depend on its modalities of legitimacy. We put forward the idea that sustainable development 
reconfigures principles of public policies and administrations of local communities. Using 
interviews led in local communities of the Nord – Pas de Calais Region (North France) we will 
demonstrate that this survey was carried out at different levels of institutional public 
responsibility (region, department, towns/cities or rural areas) covering all decision instances 
regarding sustainable development. The stakes of this question of legitimacy are particularly 
relevant in the French context because of the high number of these territorial scales, which 
complicates issues of coordination. This paper will attempt to highlight that coordination failures 
come from matters of public policies legitimacy when sustainable development is involved. 

The theory of the economies of worth developed by Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot 
(1991) provides an interesting understanding of the stakes of legitimacy and coordination. We 
will start by presenting the model and its theoretical limits that define the application's cogency 
of this theory. Then after presenting the framework of the problematic we will be able to apply it 
to the communities of the Nord – Pas de Calais Region and to show how issues of legitimacy 
renew public policies, on the ground of a new civic proof that competes or completes the elective 
proof, and on the ground of an industrial renewal of the administration's practices. This led to the 
establishment of the project as the main modality of sustainable development coordination.  

Economies of worth: understanding conflicts of SD 
Issues of legitimacy bring on two different types of problems that can be well understood 

using the theory of the economies of worth. This question applied to sustainable development 
cannot be solved within standard economic theory by resorting to the framing of rationality. The 
first problem deals with the question of the common humanity defined in sustainable 
development conflicts that involve “non human beings” such as fauna, flora or various natural 
elements. We will call the second problem the common dignity problem that provides “non yet 
human beings” (the future generations) to participate to the debate that will affect their living 
conditions. We will then be able to present the model of understanding legitimacy actions 
regarding its conditions of application on what sustainable development is.  
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Common dignity: how can future generations argue? 
The first issue of sustainable development lies on the principle of solidarity. Following this 

principle, one of the dimensions of sustainability is to promote a social development regarding 
both spatial and temporal solidarity. The economist has tools to understand spatial solidarities, 
through the Marxian point of view of the domination relationships or through the neoclassical 
point of view of trade as a vector of development. As for temporal solidarities, the question is 
more intricate. In general temporality and the uncertainty that time brings on, has led to 
economic dead ends. From Arrow to the Savage’s hypothesis of contingents markets2 no author 
has successfully developed tools to solve this problem (Postel, 2003). This question of 
uncertainty is more accurate in a sustainable development perspective. As Latour emphasizes 
(1995), what characterizes sustainable development is the increasing level of the unknown and of 
what we doubt about. Science seems to have passed from a vision that closes horizons of the 
unknown, that is to say that scientific developments reduce the field of things that are unknown, 
to a new paradigm in which we realize that the more forward we go, the more things are left to 
discover (Callon, et al., 2001). In an economic language, sustainable development calls the 
hypothesis of the future states of the world into question. In other words it is impossible to know 
either the number or the forms of the future states of the world (Godard, 1993), which prevents 
the possibility of putting in probability events that may occur and which requires dealing with a 
wider frame of understanding than the standard economic one.  

From a sustainable point of view, we can summarize this question by the issue of the 
representation of the future generations in the current debate of sustainable development. Usually 
they are represented through a utility actualization rate that is generally set to the interest rate. 
This of course works in the particular case of a risky economy where all the elements, including 
time can be controlled and put in probability, which is not the case in sustainable development 
economy (Godard, 1993). In this context, how can we represent the future generations? Amartya 
Sen has developed a conceptual framework that can help in this matter. His starting point is the 
theory of Lancaster on the characteristics of goods. For Sen, nothing in this theory is said about 
the modalities of consumption of these characteristics. That led him to build his own theory of 
the consumer based on that principle: a consumer is a collection of functions “the person 
succeeds in doing with the commodities and characteristics at his or her command” (Sen, 1985, 
p. 10). In this set of “functionings” there are those which can be achieved and those which 
cannot because the individuals do not have the ability to do so, or because it is forbidden. So 
there exists a sub-set of “functionings” that Sen calls “capabilities” and that represent a certain 
freedom of choice upon the “functionings”.  

This framework is particularly useful to solve the problem of the future generations. The 
question raised by Sen is to know what the society has to act on to develop individual as well as 
collective well-being. That is to say what is worth promoting by the society? According to him, 
social evaluation could go either on well-being or on overall goals, that is to say goals that are 
sought for although they reduce individual well-being3. Each one of them can be evaluated from 

                                                
2 According to this hypothesis it is possible to imagine that certain forms of futures markets do exist regarding 
probable occurring circumstances. For instance, a market for a car door under the circumstance I have a car accident 
tomorrow. 
3 Sen illustrates overall goals using the example of an individual who would choose to build a monument to his hero 
rather than fulfil primary needs such as eating. 
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what can be achieved (well-being achieved, agency achievement) or from the freedom to achieve 
(well-being freedom, or agency freedom). As far as Sen is concerned, social evaluation should 
promote well-being freedom without preventing the individuals' freedom agency (Sen, 1993) in 
emphasizing on extending capabilities set. The capabilities theory found new modalities of 
decision inasmuch as well-being achieved can only be self-evaluated, but well-being freedom 
grounded on capabilities basis can be socially evaluated. Considering the problem of what 
information should count in the process of making a decision that would affect the future 
generations, a Senian response would be to focus on capabilities. The principle of 
intergenerational solidarity which is central in the sustainable development as defined by the 
Brundtland Commission (1989), would move from a conception of “meeting the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of the future generations to meet their own needs”, to 
not reducing their capabilities in providing it. 

Common humanity: the status of “non human beings” 
Although this definition of sustainable development has gradually ended to be academically 

recognized and institutionalized, it is common place to underline that this concept is blur enough 
to be accepted by most social actors. It results that there are several ways to understand what 
sustainable development is (Godard, 1994). The status of “non human beings” is a key question 
to tear its different versions apart as well as an issue for the legitimacy of sustainable 
development. In order to simplify we will say that two visions are opposed: the Deep Ecology 
vision in which the “non human beings” are defended not only for themselves but as a part of an 
ecosystem that interrelate every element of the natural environment as a guarantee of 
sustainability; the technical-economist vision in which to some extent the technical capital can 
replace the natural capital. From the point of view of the economies of worth the ecosystemic 
vision of sustainable development can be apprehended inside the axiomatic because it would 
suppose that these “non human beings” have the ability to speak for themselves, which is 
obviously not the case. The technical-economist vision of sustainability is easily apprehensible in 
the model for it moves these “non human beings” from subjects of conflicts that are defended as 
human beings to objects mobilized in argumentations they are not part of, but regarding a proof 
that has to be established. For instance arguments that those natural elements (ground water, the 
ozone layer, bees) are useful for mankind because they guarantee life on earth.  

In fact, we can see that these “non human beings” tend to acquire some legitimacy through 
the evolutions of the law4. The recognition of rights is indeed an institutionalization that is a 
good sign of legitimacy. Though this legislation takes the form of soft laws, that is to say laws 
that do not compound sanctions or that are not obligatory (Delmas-Marty, 2004), nevertheless 
they emphasize on the right for these “non human beings” to exist. The foundation of such rights 
is legitimate regardless of either one or another vision of sustainability, in a utility principle. 
There is no need to insist on the utility dependence relationship between humanity and natural 
elements in the technical-economist vision. As for the ecosystemic vision, Jeremy Bentham 
provides a timeless argument. For him, the “day may come, when the rest of the animal creation 
may acquire those rights which never could have been withholden from them but by the hand of 

                                                
4 For instance, since 2008 French public organisations are allowed to press charges if its territory is environmentally 
damaged.  
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tyranny. The French have already discovered that the blackness of the skin is not a reason of why 
a human being should be abandoned without the redress to the caprice of a tormentor. It may 
come one day to be recognize, that the number of the legs, the villosity of the skin, or the 
termination of the os sacrum, are reasons equally insufficient for abandoning a sensitive human 
being to the same fate? What else is it that should trace the insuperable line? Is it the faculty of 
reason, or, perhaps, the faculty of discourse? But a full-grown horse, or dog, is beyond 
comparison a more rational, as well as a more conversable animal, than an infant of a day, a 
week, or even a month, old. But suppose the case were otherwise, what would it avail? the 
question is not Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?”5. 

These arguments are representative of the two radical drifts in the relationship between 
mankind and its environment at stake in sustainable development: an anthropocentric issue that 
follows the “Enlightment” vision and places mankind (and its ability to think) at the center of 
humanity; and a biocentric problem that uplifts natural elements to a human level (Godard, 
1994). Bentham is led to this argument, not because he built animals on a human model, but 
rather conversely because his conception of rational homo oeconomicus works as an animal 
which weighs up its pleasures and its pains. These arguments can be challenged by a 
philosophical one that brings them back together. The question raised by Bentham is to draw the 
line between what is human and what is not. And eventually what kind of humanity would result 
from these two conceptions of sustainable development? Following Kant’s moral law, it is 
possible to say that without the elements of nature that are “non human beings” we may not be as 
human as we are with them (Latour, 1995). Considering that what makes us human is at stake, 
this supposition requires the implementation of the precaution principle. So we have to draw the 
line again between what is human and what is not as well as we have to rethink sustainable 
development relatively to this key question. Between visions of an object-nature in the 
anthropocentric version and a subject-nature in the biocentric version, we can choose to build an 
intermediary version of sustainability on the consensual ground of the project where every 
stakeholder has a role to play (Ost, 2003) and that will be developed in the following part. 

Presentation of the model 
The interpretation chart developed by Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot (1991) provides 

an interesting framework to understand issues of legitimacy. It lies on the different ways of 
justifying actions or points of view during debates or conflicts. These justifications are seen as 
valid as long as they are accurately mobilized in reference to the objects that frame the conflicts, 
in a proof of reality; moreover as long as they are put forward regarding superior common 
principles. Each one of them gets its legitimacy from works of political philosophy and divide 
legitimate justifications in six common worlds (or cities or conventions). So we can qualify 
different modalities of legitimate treatments of nature (Godard, 1990): 

- The market world of justifications is drawn through the Adam Smith work. It is built on the 
superior principle of price as the foundation of a legitimate order. As a sign of value the price is 
seen as a social acceptance for a product expressed through a market demand. So the legitimate 
nature in a market world is treated as goods that can be sold. Goods that can be the object of a 

                                                
5 Bentham J., 1789, Introduction to the principle of morals and legislation, Chapter 17, T. Payne editor, London,  
pp.308-309. 
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market transaction; that can be appropriated or that have an entrance fee. The legitimate value 
attached to this kind of nature reveals itself in a disposition of a consumer to pay for it. 

- The industrial world is attached to the Saint-Simon work. The superior principle that gives 
this world legitimacy is the efficiency. An activity is legitimate from this point of view as long as 
the outcome is produced using an efficient way of combining costly means. Therefore the cost of 
production related to the outcome quality is an indicator of industrial legitimacy6. So nature is 
legitimate in this world as it is exploited through an efficient and productive work and as we get 
goods from it. 

- The domestic world is founded in legitimacy in the work of Bossuet. The superior principle 
is honesty as knowledge of oneself and as recognition of one's own place in a social organisation 
bringing into play the register of familiarity (intimacy, proximity, locality, oldness, etc.). Goods 
are seen as legitimate as they are attached to familial or local tradition (for instance “terroir”7 
products). The domestic nature is defined relatively to these elements of proximity or intimacy 
(pets vs. wild animals) or proximity (e.g. the NIMBY effect).  

- The civic world gets it legitimacy from the work of Rousseau through the superior 
principle of equality or the ability to dedicate oneself to the common good. Typically, the civic 
world is in tension with the market in the sense that prices produce differences between the 
individuals. That does not mean that civic production cannot exist (for instance public services 
are meant to give everyone access to services). As a result civic nature provides free access and 
does not discriminate the individuals in its use.  

-  The inspiration world comes from the work of Augustine. It is founded on the superior 
principle of grace or mercy. This principle is particularly important as we consider the issues of 
social legitimacy. Indeed, social acceptance supposes to pass through a social proof of publicity 
toward the society. There is a risk of drifting to marketing communications (economic sphere) or 
to populism (political sphere). The inspiration nature is a nature that invites us to meditation and 
causes a spiritual stimulation in particular by the recognition of aesthetic elements.  

- Finally the world of fame or renown lies on Hobbes’ work and on the superior principle of 
honour whose celebrity is seen as a sign of social recognition. So the legitimacy of actions 
depends on the fame of individuals that supports them but can also appear through objects (for 
instance a trade mark). Legitimate nature from this point of view is the one that is able (by its 
geographical position, its proper characteristics, fauna, flora, etc.) to draw the attention and 
mobilize the public opinion. 

These figures of legitimate justifications are obviously natural forms that define various 
modalities of coordination (Godard, 1990): coordination by the prices, by fame, by efficiency, 
etc. But the arguments or the objectification process of the legitimate common world put at stake 
in the social reality are most of the time compounded with elements qualifiable in several of 
them. As a result, we can highlight multiple forms of justifications in compromise with one 

                                                
6 There is an obvious link between market and industrial work that can be analysed in terms of prices. Through this 
point of view the issue of “fair trade” can be seen as a tension of market and industrial legitimacy as the market 
price is not high enough to remunerate productive factors. So “fair trade” movement is to impose a new market for 
old goods that integrate new elements of product quality (ethics, solidarity, democracy, etc.). 
7 "Terroir" is a French word that mark attachment to local land related to a well-established cultural identity. 
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another. These compromise forms of legitimacy and of coordination are de facto less stable and 
sustainable than the pure ones. Regarding this variety of principles of legitimacy we will try to 
show how sustainable development issues applied in French territorial collectivities renew the 
management of local organisations.  

New proof of legitimacy: the appliance of SD 
Such a large implementation of sustainable policies is no doubt inherent to the Nord – Pas de 

Calais Region (North France) where we find an increasing number of public organisations 
adopting local agendas 21 (CERDD, 2007). We can explain progress in this region by its past 
based on a mono-industrial economy and on the exploitation of a single natural resource (the 
coal). As a result the entire region is marked by the scar of its economic development, so the 
people have soon realized that it has to move from a non sustainable development to a 
sustainable one. In the public structures, this new type of policies have led to renew modalities of 
organizing labour (industrial world of worth) and to use different means to unite civil society 
(civic world of worth), around sustainable projects as a new form of coordination of public 
policies. 

Participation on a civic ground 
Governance is often seen as the fourth pillar of sustainable development as it appears in 

reference documents published at the international level (e.g. chapter 28 of the Agenda 21 
adopted in the 1992 Rio de Janeiro’s Conference). When it comes to its implementation, there 
are as many forms of governance as ways to comprehend sustainable development. For instance 
we can separate participation that implicates citizens in the decision making process, from the 
consultation of actors on goals or means that public action should promote or adopt, from the 
implication of organized actors such as non governmental organisations, associations, firms, 
other departments or possibly from other public agencies (Evans and Theobald, 2003). So 
governance can be analyzed following two criteria: the nature of actors that participate to the 
decisions on the model of firms’ governance by shareholders (or on a larger extent on the 
stakeholders as in the Corporate Social Responsibility’s approaches); and the degree theses 
actors are effectively involved in the decision process or in the definition of the aims. Note that 
there is a link between these two criteria. 

Regarding the actor criterion, we can see three distinctive types: citizens or people that are not 
organized, associations or NGOs that defend collective interests on particular subjects, and firms 
that are collective actors defending their own interests. The involvement of these actors depends 
on their category. Firms are excluded from the public decision for in the French context this 
would be seen as a strategy of lobbying in promoting the firm’s interest. Therefore it would not 
be accepted as legitimate. But on particular projects some firms are associated as consultants 
bringing technical diagnoses. Most of the time, they are big firms in a situation of national 
monopoly and of providing public services (e.g. La Poste, EDF, the SNCF8, etc.). Regarding the 
rest of the firms, the relationships with public organisations are asymmetrical as they are 
subordinate to agencies through the public commands (in housing, public structures, etc.) and 

                                                
8 La Poste is the French mail company; EDF is a firm that produces and distributes the electricity and the SNCF is 
the French railway company. 
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through subsidies.  
Citizens are the category of actors that participate the least. They are not organized enough to 

have access to proper information. So the citizens' participation needs to be preceded by a phase 
of education on what sustainable development is. This factor is important on explaining the 
French delay on governance issues, where sustainable development has been lately appropriated 
by public actors, following the 2000 European request for sustainable cities (Emelianoff, 2005b). 
And yet information is a central issue for governance or participation (Evans and Theobald, 
2003). For Zaccaï, one of the rules of the governance rule should be to “increase what is called in 
English “capacities building”, to increase the capabilities” (Zaccaï, 2003, p. 3) by promoting 
publicity or sustainable development events. In this matter, French initiatives are obviously 
weak. 

Associations or NGOs are actors that are involved most subsequently in sustainable public 
policies. Generally the participation is set on a conflict ground where local interests are in 
dispute with public actions. However there are some exceptions. For instance, in the city of Lille 
the local agenda 21 (LA21) has been elaborated in cooperation with local associations for the 
protection of the environment. The president of the most active one is now deputy mayor in 
charge of the sustainable development policy of the city. The city of Tourcoing has also followed 
this path with the difference that the deputy mayor in charge of the LA21 comes from the local 
world of social associations. 

Then experiences on governance and participation are not really successful. And yet there are 
arguments that new governance of administration and citizens’ participation tend to renew civic 
legitimacy of public agencies. Sustainable issues have indeed led to question the legitimacy of 
the elected representatives as they have never been legitimate to limit the citizens’ liberties, even 
to protect their environment. So “the general organisation of the society which is behind the 
legitimacy of the representative democracy’s principle has now become obsolete” (Bourg, 2005, 
p. 412), and there is a need for a renewal of the democracy procedure that governance and 
participation can provide. But as we have seen above, this would require that the stakeholders be 
well informed and sufficiently responsible to renounce some part of their liberties.  

So as we consider the questions of governance, we have come to distinguish issues of 
implementation from opportunities of principles. As Beaurain (2003) noticed there are two kinds 
of works on governance: “approaches that associate governance to a renewal of conceptions of 
the democratic process […] and approaches that insist on drifts that occur in the use of this 
notion” (p. 3). As far as we are concerned, and as we have shown above, we do not see these two 
streams as contradictory and in our study of local communities in the Nord – Pas de Calais 
Region we have come to notice that both these arguments are relevant. The first one is in the 
principles of sustainable development and the second one in attempts to implement governance 
procedures. So in the theoretical principles of sustainable development, decision-makers and 
administrative personel refer to the public participation as a new modality of public agencies’ 
governance, which renews the civic world of legitimate justification. But in practice they face 
numerous difficulties in setting in place the LA21 forum as in the rest of Europe (Emelianoff, 
2005b, Evans and Theobald, 2003). Therefore, in order to be considered as legitimate, this new 
form of justification needs to confront its stakes to the civic framework of the public action in a 
proof of reality. This has consequences on modalities of organisation of local agencies as we 
consider governance actors that we have left aside up to now: actors of the inside of the public 
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organisations, and in particular departments in charge of sustainable policies.  

Transversality on an industrial ground 
From the “economies of worth” point of view, the French public organisation used to work on 

the compromise between industrial and civic worth, in the sense that there is a “relation between 
worth of the general interest that justifies public services and practical demands for action and 
organisation that submit this worth to proof of reality” (Thévenot, 2001, p. 127)9. So elements of 
industrial worth appear in the management of the public institutions. A usual organisation works 
on two different divisions of labor levels: between each department in charge of the various axes 
of the political action; and between the elected representatives that choose the political 
orientations and the technical employees who have to implement them. So usually, each 
department led its own policy axe, as every of them is managed by a head of department, a 
distinctive administration that is accountable to the deputy in charge of this political axe.  

For instance, any French mayor has deputies in charge of every political axe. Each one of 
them answers for the mayor and is responsible for the choices that are made and their 
implementations. He has to work with the head of department and the entire department 
administration. Basically we can represent the organisation chart as a two-layered triangle (one 
representing the political organisation and the other one the administrative organisation on top of 
which there is the technical department’s chief). What also characterizes this division of labor is 
that no department has to deal with other departments’ business. Each one has competences in a 
particular matter (public lightening, housing, culture, education, social policies, and so on). This 
partitioning of public action is seen all over Europe as a main difficulty of implementing 
transversality and LA21 (Lafferty, 2001). Note that this does not mean that there is no mutual aid 
between services. Also on matters requiring the competences of several departments, there are 
spaces of cooperation. For instance projects of renovating houses may involve public road 
services, as well as social policies and green spaces management. 

But the adoption of a sustainable development approach challenges this way of managing 
public administration. We remain in the industrial world of worth because we deal with a process 
that is still turned toward efficiency. What changes, is the proof of reality that forces efficiency 
to compound with the requirement of sustainability. Empirically, this demand is applied inside 
administrations with the notion of transversality questioning traditional management. So, we can 
see transversality as an empirical translation of sustainable development concept that takes sense 
in the implementation of sustainable development policies or actions. Yet as above mentioned, 
the concept of sustainable development does not have a single definition. The French institutions 
have adopted a conventional and consensual one grounded on a triple goal: “an objective of 
social fairness, economic efficiency and environmental upgrading” (MATE, 1998). In this 
implementation the point is to emphasize on consequences of actions of every department on 
social, economic and environmental fields. This is summarized in a transversal management of 
public administrations that decompartmentalize actions, which is seen all over Europe as a sign 
of sustainability (Evans and Theobald, 2003). So in a sustainable approach, every department has 
to evaluate its own outcomes on these three domains.  

Our study of local communities in the Nord – Pas de Calais Region has led us to highlight 

                                                
9 From now on, all quotations will be our translation. 
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three main institutional changes that bring out the implementation of transversality: 
developments of transversal themes, changes in the organisation chart, and the set up of 
transversal projects (Emelianoff, 2005a). The last one will be treated later on. Developing 
themes is a privileged way to make public action transversal because it does not need radical 
institutional changes and therefore it is easier to establish. The institutional level of the Nord – 
Pas de Calais Region for instance chose to emphasize the themes of climate change and 
biodiversity preservation. This strategy needs both a political momentum to convince 
departments to apply these themes in their daily actions, and an institutional control on every 
department to make sure that every one take these themes into account and evaluate the 
consequences of its actions through these criteria.  

Regarding institutional changes, transversality can take various forms. It can be the creation 
of a position at the highest level of the organisation chart which is the case, for instance in the 
cities of Valenciennes and Loos-en-Gohelle where the person in charge of the mayor’s personal 
staff is also in charge of sustainable development10. Or in a more informal way when the person 
responsible for the LA21 or the matters of sustainable development is closely related to the 
mayor (as it used to be in the city of Dunkerque) or the region’s president (as it was the case in 
the Nord – Pas de Calais Region). It can also be the creation of positions dedicated to sustainable 
development in every department. This solution is generally rejected on the ground of the waste 
of public resources that would bring efficiency down, and the lack of independence of 
departments. But as a non exclusive way of implementing transversality that we have found in 
every local community investigated in, the policy of sustainable development falls to a 
department specially created for this purpose (and in general also to promote LA21). And the 
place of this department in the organisation chart marks the degree of transversality. In a large 
number of public agencies, the departments in charge of the implementation of transversality are 
attached to the departments in charge of environmental issues. We can see that as a sign of poor 
transversality (Emelianoff, 2005b).  

The rise of the LA21 project as vector of coordination 
These two new proofs of reality of the public action are summarized in the sustainable 

development project of LA21 that lies on a participative approval of populations and produce 
transversality as it brings closer every department concerned by the project. Note that the project 
can be consistent with every modality of implementing transversality (modification in the 
administration organisation or definition of transversal themes that departments have to take into 
account). An empirical study on the implementation of LA21 in the Nord – Pas de Calais Region 
brings out three main concerns for the actors (CERDD, 2007): creating transversal “ways of 
working” inside organisations, developing procedures on population’s consultation or 
participation, and issues of sustainable town-planning. LA 21 summarizes all these dimensions 
of sustainable actions that imply changes in organizing the public agencies. Let us not forget that 
the Nord – Pas de Calais Region is a densely populated area with thirty-one cities of over 20,000 

                                                
10 The position of the head of the mayor’s personal staff is to some extend off the chart because he belongs neither to 
the political world nor he is part of the technical organisation. He is only responsible for the mayor. That is to say 
that his civic legitimacy comes from him whereas the technical legitimacy of sustainable policies comes from the 
involvement of the society. 
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inhabitants11, which explains concerns about sustainable town planning. On a more general 
conception of LA21, this dimension can be extended to the land settlement. 

The question we will now try to answer would be to consider LA21 from the point of view of 
coordination. We have seen in the previous part that the settlement of legitimacy defines a 
situation where justifications meet one another. It results that each one of the legitimate 
justifications -market, industry, domestic order, civic order, inspiration, fame- lie on an order of 
values that command a modality of coordination (by prices, by efficiency, by social position 
inside a domestic organisation, etc.). Boltanski and Chiapello (1999) have given prominence to 
another form of coordination coming from a compromise between two of the six original forms 
of legitimacy. Studying management literature of the French 1990’s, they have come to see that 
they result from a dual criticism of the capitalism founded on the Fordist modes of production, 
and expressed in the French revolution of May 68. These criticisms were propounded on a social 
ground (on the idea that the wages should keep increasing) and on an inspiration ground (on the 
idea that the working environment was alienating). According to these authors, capitalism has 
recuperated the criticisms from the inspiration world that they call the “artist criticism”, in order 
to elude the “social criticism”. The result that appears in the management literature is the 
settlement of a new labour organisation (a new mode of coordination) that replaces Fordism. The 
authors call this new mode of coordination “project management”, founding a new “spirit of 
capitalism”. In this world grounded on a compromise between market and inspiration 
justifications, coordination is assured by the projects that gather every skill needed to its 
achievement. The legitimacy comes from the ability for each participant to include himself in 
numerous projects as it is seen as a sign of competence and of individual value. 

Although this analysis has been criticised (e.g. Boltanski (2008) confessed he did not see the 
importance of the financial aspects that seemed to be the real heart of the post-fordist neo-liberal 
capitalism) “project management” remains a valuable mode of coordination. And we can analyze 
LA21 on the angle of a new mode of coordination grounded on sustainable development 
projects. The difference between the LA21 project and the neo-liberal project management is 
that the former does not result from a compromise between market and inspiration justifications. 
It keeps being in line with both civic and industrial worlds of justification. What does change is 
the forms of the reality proofs, which make sustainable development an empirical notion.  

Now the question is to evaluate the quality of this form of coordination regarding the 
sustainable development criterion. It follows from what we have set up that LA21 can be a 
means of coordination at two different levels. Inside the agencies, LA21 project is a new mode 
of organizing labour between different departments as well as between the elected 
representatives and the employees. This modality of coordination means questioning the usual 
organisation of the public administrations, that is to say challenging the industrial mode of 
coordination. But we have come to see that coordination by sustainable development projects 
goes beyond the limit of internal organisation. For instance the Nord – Pas de Calais Region has 
initiated the settlement of a territorial climate-plan in coordination with both the Nord 
Department and the Pas de Calais Department outside his internal policy of LA21. This modality 
of coordination brings governance into play in the field of sustainable development. So the 

                                                
11 The region counts four millions of inhabitants on a 12,500 km² surface. As a result the population density is 
almost 400% the density average of the French territory. 
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participative dimension of sustainable development project either competes or completes the 
civic mode of coordination coming from the representative democracy. These cooperation spaces 
created in the settlement of the project are often informal from an employee to another. So the 
efficiency of this mode of coordination offer mixed results regarding a sustainable development 
principle for it only lasts the time of the project. Therefore a sustainable coordination is related to 
the rigour of the follow-up. So LA21 project or sustainable project appears as a mode of 
coordination which cannot be generally applied as it is not stable enough to pass the industrial or 
civic reality test. 

Conclusion 

There is no doubt that sustainable development is growing as a legitimate modality of action, 
particularly in the communities of the Nord – Pas de Calais Region. For now it seems that this 
legitimacy lies on the old compromise between industrial and civic ways of justification of 
public action (Thévenot, 2001). What sustainable development changes in public policies is the 
forms of these industrial and civic proofs of reality, through a transversal organisation of work 
that questions the old division of labour and through the principle of governance that can either 
reinforce or compete with the elective proof of reality. This led to a renewal of coordination of 
the local public policies through sustainable development projects.  

But this renewal of the reality proof does not seems stabilized enough to produce coordination 
at national or international level. For instance other European countries have focused their 
sustainable policies on other modalities of implementation, as showed in the example of the 
urban sustainable planning (Emelianoff, 2005b). We are still far away from the demand of 
coordination required in a consistent sustainable development international policy as enhanced in 
every consensual international document (for instance eight of the twenty-seven principles of the 
1992 Rio Declaration emphasize matters of cooperation). It seems that we are now in a phase 
shared by most communities of the Nord – Pas de Calais Region, where each one elaborates its 
own internal procedures to compound sectorial objectives with requirements of sustainable 
development. The project appears as an internal modality of implementing new modes of 
organisations as well as a vector of sensitizing the employees. Sustainable development project 
is therefore meant to create links between employees of different services, to share information 
on skills of each one or on institutional resources, as well as actually achieve the project. 
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