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1 - 
Diverging definitions of Governance
1.1
The word governance is used frequently, and with widely varying meanings, by international relations specialists, experts in politico-administrative systems, political commentators, sociologists and economists. The term "good governance" has even become a quality mark issued by international organisations. 

1.2
Among this plurality of users and uses, and multiple possible meanings and definitions, the concept of governance is sometimes even used to evoke opposing realities. For example, certain economists 
 who promoted the concept a few decades ago used it to describe ways of structuring a company which would enable it to avoid the transaction costs imposed on it by the market. In the 1990s, at the time when various different financial scandals were being exposed (e.g. Enron), it cropped up in the expression "corporate governance", to affirm the need for control by principals (the shareholders) over agents (management bodies). In its more recent use by political analysts, it describes an approach to public administration which uses forms of public-private partnership in order to improve the way in which market mechanisms are integrated (see in particular mixed capital companies, delegation and franchising of public services, etc). In other words, while several different disciplines use the concept, it does not necessarily always refer to the same reality or the same subject of research, and therefore cannot be given a strict definition which is shared and adopted by all. 

1.3
In the fields of political science and sociology, as well as the fields geography and urban planning which interest us more particularly here, the concept of governance describes a process of transforming and reformulating approaches to public affairs which involves developing systems for ordering the various players at local level in societies. The success of the concept is apparent in two different movements which have arisen out of it simultaneously: a relative withdrawal of central powers and traditional forms of government, and a strengthening of local governments and their various instrumented (mixed finance companies, agencies, etc.), within the regions, and especially within the big cities, hence the notion of urban governance. This notion, which is often spoken of as an alternative to traditional approaches to government (centralised, hierarchical, top-down, bureaucratic) puts forward or promotes an approach based on public action networks and mechanisms aimed at cooperation, organisation and even integration in the systems and mechanisms of a wide diversity of public and private stakeholders (a polycentric, network-based, horizontal, cross-disciplinary, process-based, bottom-up approach).

1.4
This last, integrated interpretation of governance is close to the first meaning given to it by economists in relation to transaction costs. But while for the economists it was a case of creating a transaction cost-free zone through firms, for the public authorities it is a question of actually forging links with other players in the market (e.g. through public-private partnerships). The vision is to improve coordination between players in the public and private sectors who are operating relatively independently of each other in a particular local area and within their own particular constraints. This type of integration is often what current urban policy aspires to in its partnership-focused, cross-disciplinary, locally-based policies which seek to go beyond the traditional partitioning of public life and the bureaucratic and corporatist approaches which are a feature of it. The new approach aspires to cities being a "joint production" by all its various players. It is worth mentioning, however, that few of the political definitions of governance make explicit reference to democratic systems, which are however alluded to in the second definition of governance suggested by the economists (principal-agent supervision, control and regulation of potential conflicts of interests and authority).

1.5
We will therefore sketch a broad definition of governance, in order to bring different variations on the theme together. Governance may be seen as the conscious and deliberate formation of formal or informal coalitions of a variety of different interests or players for the purpose of provision of goods and services, which could not be done through the separate actions of the players taken in isolation. It implies new approaches to decision-making at different levels, based on multilateral relations between players, within structures perceived as being increasingly complex and fragmented. According to this definition, the dimension of representative democracy, either participatory or, as we will be suggesting in this article... contractual democracy, should therefore play an important role.

2 -
Why is urban governance needed?

2.1
There are a number of different theories usually put forward to explain the emergence of the concept. They are based on the various problems and changes in society which the concept attempts to address. 

2.2
The first theory put forward emphasises the fact that the main explanatory models have run out of steam, and that approaches to action have been partially reconfigured along genuinely multidisciplinary lines. It is a case of questioning models which are too simplistic in relation to the real situation, which appears to be more complex than these overviews implied. From this perspective, the notion of governance is being developed not so much to consider processes for ordering societies which have become more complex, but rather to finally address a complex situation which until now has gone largely unacknowledged. Is it not the case that until now, the reality of the situation has been seen simply as the operation of certain abstract mechanisms, such as the supposed omnipotence of state intervention, the domination of capital and even... of divine powers?

2.3
The second group of theories relates to certain major changes in the way in which Western societies are governed. The first theory relates to what is seen as a proliferation of power structures in advanced capitalist societies, with the State no longer the sole guarantor of the general interest (neo-liberal theories). Fragmentation and redistribution of powers and multiplication of decision-making centres are supposedly the norm. This loss of the State's centrality, which is affecting some countries more than others, is seen as going hand in hand with an increase in power for certain other bodies, notably the major industrial and financial companies (the internationalisation and globalisation issue), supra-national bodies (such as the European Union), and local level authorities, including those in the big cities. Whereas at one time the cities were the ground on which State-devised regional policy was put into action (social and town planning policies), they now appear to be in a prime position to play an innovative role in the reinventing and formulating public policy. 

2.4
Towns and urban areas therefore seem to the ideal place in which to reconcile the contradictions vexing globalised societies which are nonetheless rooted in separate cultures and territories. It is at this scale and within these local areas that the tensions at play within a triple system of interactions and often contradictions between the three pillars of sustainable development (economic, social and environmental) can be managed. This management relies on conflictual cooperation mechanisms, a similar notion to the "fight-cooperation" notion expounded by François Perroux 
:

· The first system of interactions to be managed by this type of cooperation concerns the relationship between the economy and social affairs. Economies play an active role in worldwide competition, thus creating wealth, as well as generating unemployment and various types of exclusion. They therefore need to ensure that social cohesion in the country is maintained, while running the risk of restricting the performance and adaptability of their economic players through taxes. This is the equitable dimension of sustainable development.

· The second set of interactions to be managed concerns the relationship between the economy and the environment. Economies in competition with each other cause fragmentation of their respective territories, as well as wastage and pollution, and while running the risk of exacerbating competition for space, it is necessary to implement public policies aimed at territorial cohesion, which would also be funded by the taxpayer, thus holding back the momentum of the economy. This is the viable dimension of sustainable development.

· Finally, the third set of interactions concerns the relationship between social affairs and the environment. Public policies aimed at social cohesion and territorial cohesion are certainly not always compatible with each other. Social equilibrium in some areas can only be established by foregoing the satisfaction of some demands, which leads to social confrontation within urban areas (e.g. the NIMBY response), but also within socio-political coalitions, meaning that careful diplomacy is required in the local forums. This is the liveable dimension of sustainable development.

Urban authorities must address these three major factors, as they need to reinforce citizenship and democracy in their localities perhaps more than bodies at other levels, amid rapidly changing socio-economic and political environments (asymmetric shock of emerging countries). 

2.5
The need to address these three sets of interactions raises the question as to the most appropriate levels and methods of managing them. They cannot be managed simply by relying on market forces, nor simply by issuing regulations centrally. In fact, if we assume that the areas of social and environmental affairs are not to be restricted to merely undoing the 'damage' or 'horrors' wrought by economies, but are areas of work with issues in their own right, neither the market nor legislation are really capable of finding a balance between these three interwoven, contradictory elements. In order to coordinate and harmonise them, political choices need to be implemented at all local, regional, national or continental levels, mostly on a joint, subsidiary basis, especially at the level of local communities, towns, regions or urban networks. There is no single relevant politico-administrative scale. At each of the levels, compromises need to be found on which relevant socio-political coalitions can be built, but it is clear that towns and urban areas have increasingly become the major collective players able to organise these systems of checks and balances. For the time being, in spite of many different initiatives taken by the European Commission 
, the Member States remain reluctant to devolve more power to urban areas, in the form of direct partnership between the EU and the urban regions, which could lead to the States losing a degree of control.

2.6
There is a third, and often neglected explanatory theory which can be called upon to explain the emergence of these new forms of urban governance. It relates to the transformation which has taken place in urban development, moving away from the 'making cities' concept of the boom era of urban development (roughly speaking between the 1930s and 1970s) to the concept of 'making with the cities', in other words working with the geographical area, the inhabitants and the various stakeholders involved. This shift is characterised by a movement away from 'production-oriented' development on 'virgin' sites (mass urbanisation of the first agricultural belts), whose features were more or less ignored, towards a reclaiming of previously developed spaces (renovation of buildings, urban renewal and redeployment, transport), which involves working with the local areas' basic elements, in other words, place, people living there and institutions responsible for managing the interactions between them. This reclaiming requires that these basic elements of urban areas be taken into consideration, and that the actions of the various stakeholders are more synchronised and complementary of each other. 

2.7
In terms of public affairs, this shift in perspective has had various different ramifications which are at the centre of what is referred to as governance, and borrows from certain approaches which in some instances first appeared a very long time ago at local level in the different European countries. Very often, the new is nothing more than the old in new packaging. And so, there is a shift:

· from the principle of fragmentation and balkanisation of urban spaces to the principle of cooperation between communities (cf. the French "intercommunalité": cooperation between different local councils), a movement which actually began in Europe in the late 19th century. This movement towards reinventing politico-administrative boundaries has never stopped and still continues at the European level, with cross-border, interregional or transnational cooperation (cf. INTERREG), or the 2007-2013 'European territorial cooperation', with the recently introduced European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation – EGTC);

· from the principle of hierarchy to that of subsidiarity and vertical integration (contractual, multi-level approaches, combining top-down and bottom-up perspectives), a tendency which began throughout Europe and on the other side of the Atlantic during the 1970s.

· from the principle of sectoral separation and partitioning to the principle of cross-disciplinary work and horizontal integration (partnership, joint ministerial & joint departmental work, networking).

2.8
Out of all the forms of cooperation presented above, this latter form is without a doubt the most difficult to put into practice, and all the countries come up against resistance in this area. Whilst the first two types of cooperation led to a widening of powers and prerogatives for the politico-administrative machinery, the third type leads to conflict between the different traditional spheres of competence, professional cultures, codes of practice, routines, and bureaucratic approaches. No-one is actually prepared to cede the smallest amount of power or territory. Within this theory, therefore, governance is a way of getting around the traditional workings of administrations (using the machinery metaphor) by creating networks to join together the various players involved in them. Authoritarian, directive, generally top-down approaches (central power over a particular remit and a geographical area with clearly demarcated boundaries) need to give way to contractual cooperation (local, vertical and above all horizontal) between public and private stakeholders, within less homogeneous and sometimes more fragmented spaces, in which limits and boundaries have become more blurred. To paraphrase Pierre Grémion's modernisers' conspiracy, this is all part of a reformist conspiracy. 
 Various different initiatives taken by EU countries are providing an opportunity to bring about these types of cooperation. The integrated approaches to sustainable urban development which have been springing up in most EU countries since the 1980s and were picked up by the European Union in the 1990s (Urban Community Initiatives Programmes 1 and 2, guidelines of the 1997 Commission paper and the 1998 Vienna Forum, confirmed by the 2006 Commission Paper and the 2007 Leipzig Charter) are certainly interesting experiments in the construction of these new forms of governance. 

3 -
Governance in search of democracy

3.1
Research on governance does not explicitly deal with democracy as a major topic in its analyses, though the subject is at the heart of current discourse on urban questions. And yet, by turning the field in which public authorities operate upside down and introducing opportunities for discussion, debate and negotiation between different public and private stakeholders, governance has the potential to create new socio-political configurations in towns and cities. However, are we fully aware of the implications of these transformations and have we studied them sufficiently, with all their consequences and possible deviations? While political power and its manifestations have softened somewhat in the shift from government to governance, they have certainly not disappeared Frontiers and constraints may have become more flexible, but this does not mean that a less authoritarian, less discriminatory and more civilised world is emerging. On the contrary, one wonders whether the proliferation and spread of these different forms of governance are a sign of even more complicated procedures and a greater loss of control by citizens over the politico-administrative sphere. Amid the contractual conventions which link the State with local authorities and public bodies with private stakeholders, where does real political accountability now lie? Are we not already seeing a detrimental watering down of responsibilities in several areas, largely due to the proliferation of contractual forms?  Where does this leave the principle of monitoring and accountability? Finally, perhaps the price to be paid for the gain in terms of less monolithic decision-making power and flexible implementation is a loss of access to services and means of redress for citizens.

3.2
In reality, governance approaches tend to sideline the conflictual nature of relationships between the different players, favouring more consensual approaches, as suggested by the notion of partnership. Rob Atkinson stresses this aspect: "Governance which is seen to be successful relies on the existence of fairly strong agreement between the parties, as well as the marginalisation or downright exclusion of potentially disruptive interests or groups, or relies on these interests and groups being persuaded to accept the restrictions and goals of governance, as determined by the dominant groups" 
 This is the age-old topic of the sovereignty debate, namely the issue of consenting subjects. In favouring negotiation between different players, governance does not really face the fact that such a meeting of interests is not automatic, and even when it does result in agreement, given the way in which this is arrived at (i.e. by excluding some interests), it does not necessarily work towards the common interest. In addition, since it is extended to bodies other than the legitimate political powers, governance has extra political power (partial legitimisation of the participants around the table) which is able to subjugate excluded players, who have no change of restricting this power unless they form alternative or competing partnerships. Is this a real possibility, given the unevenness of the forces at play? In some situations (partnerships built on the fringes of public power), the mechanisms of governance can even grant public power prerogatives to lobby groups, even though these players have no legitimate right to such powers.

3.3
Carried in part on the wave of the neo-liberal economy, this revamped idea of local government has barely left room for the fundamental principals laid down by liberal political doctrine, namely the protection of individual interests in the face of omnipotent public or private powers, which are consequently given free reign. It has not done this, either by restricting fields of action, one of the possible means advocated by liberal political doctrine, since by nature this form of 'government' does not recognise boundaries; nor via the second route of a balance of powers and counter-powers. Here again, by favouring the building of partnerships between public and private stakeholders, governance prevents one set of ambitions from being pitted against another, one of the cardinal principles laid down by the founding fathers of liberal doctrine. 

3.4
Urban governance and its multiple configurations of players barely takes into consideration the question of democracy, in three particular areas in which it tends to suffer from chronic inadequacies in urban areas, which are detrimental to the proactive European approach: the political under-representation of urban residents (though participatory democracy would appear to be the answer to a problem that the political parties do not want to or cannot deal with), the under-representation of women and the under-representation or non-representation of non-EU foreign nationals. Urban governance can hardly provide solutions to these failings which it did not bring about, however at a time when the possibility of a new attempt to define Europe as a political entity is being discussed, is this not an opportunity to work towards progress in these areas? In the first instance, would it not be useful to reform the mechanisms of representative democracy and delegation, by restoring the balance in favour of urban areas, in favour of women, who are playing an increasingly important role in the areas most affected by the process of urban fragmentation, and in favour of non-EU foreign residents, who mostly live in urban areas, and whom Europe with its ageing democracy will have an increasing need for? Similarly, would it not be helpful to restore transparency in public affairs and the control mechanisms for the decision-making process, by reinforcing the separation and balance of powers at local level, as well as by simplifying and clarifying responsibilities between the different political levels (subsidiarity)? 

3.5
Having said this, it is however worth questioning whether, in the context of the move towards service economies and intangible economies, forms of governance may offer a possible avenue for the emergence of democratic practices, participatory or otherwise. Participatory democracy is problematic, as it is currently less in demand than it was a few decades ago, when the subject of empowerment, in the sense of access to and sharing of political power, was trumpeted more as a trophy than as something which had been conceded, or even granted and instrumentalised for ulterior motives by the powers that be. In view of the social and spatial fragmentation processes at work in all the big cities and urban regions, this participatory proposal is failing to engage communities and social groups, which are finding other ways of organising themselves, via different rapidly expanding and often stigmatised networks (community, religious, fundamentalist, or even mafia-style networks, which I like to call the “poaching economy”) as well as networks based on primary and local support links, which need to be taken into consideration more.

3.6
It seems that we need to go further in our discussion of this widespread co-production of goods, services, activities and information in today's societies. Most of the services referred to as services for users, clients, claimants or consumers are services whose existence depends on the participation of these people. We use the word 'governance' because the 'government', whether this be the state or local government is no longer able to govern alone (if it ever was), and needs to collaborate and co-produce with other players and partners. This implies, of course that procedures and processes capable of integrating activities and managing the interfaces between them need to be put in place (which necessarily involves bringing together a wide diversity of players). In one way, it can be seen as governing networks.

3.7
In the light of the inadequacies mentioned above, the efficacy of representative democracy in this area is limited. Rather than relying instead on the concept of participatory democracy, we need to examine how a contractual democracy, for want of a more appropriate term, might look. This would not involve superimposing contractual approaches onto the principles of democratic decision-making, but rather looking at how these approaches can enrich democratic processes at this favourable time when we are witnessing deep changes in the boundaries between spheres of competence and power, at European and global levels.  It is a question of finding a form of democracy which is fit for purpose, effective, and able to take on board the transformations at work in our societies, in order to give the players who occupy this frontier territory of new cities their rightful place.

4 -
Conclusion

4.1
European societies, like other 'post-industrial' societies in the world, as well as developing countries, are facing challenges which are rooted in the three spheres of activity identified by the Brundtland report (World Commission on Environment and development, 1987): the economic sphere, the social sphere and the environmental sphere. 

4.2
The first challenge is in the economic sphere. In a climate of accelerated globalisation and widespread open competition, the old industrial economies are now obliged to occupy the very high value-added sectors requiring highly qualified workers. They are being obliged to 'shed' sectors which are less competitive in this environment and which require less well-qualified workers. Added to which, outsourcing to Asian countries (China, India) now affects highly skilled jobs, especially in the basic research and developmental research sectors. In this context, what will become of these sectors, and above all, these people? What is the social 'usefulness' of the poorest groups in open, outward-looking, post-industrial economies (predominance of the export base over the domestic base – Sombart 1916)? Can these poorly qualified people find useful employment in this domestic base, which cannot be outsourced (cf. the European Commission's 17 jobs sources 
) and for which funding needs to be found? How should we manage competition between the towns and urban regions in order to attract and keep resources (ideas, public and private and national and international investment, qualified people, better-off households, especially retired people, etc.)? Research urgently needs to be undertaken in towns and urban areas into the major economic trends at work (development of the economy towards services, services to individuals, intangible economy, etc.) and into their consequences in terms of the spatial distribution of production factors (capital and workforce). Work needs to be done in particular into telecommuting, home working and mobile working, linked with the high value-added intangible economy, a subject which is strangely absent from most reports on local development. 
 

4.3
The second challenge relates to the social reproduction system. Faced with the above-mentioned economic challenges, the institutional response (e.g. the Welfare state) has hit an impasse, made worse by the crumbling and unravelling of traditional support systems. Both public and private income distribution and redistribution systems are now operating on a just-in-time basis and are unable to guarantee social reproduction on an extended scale. Given the average consumption levels western societies have reached, one salary is no longer enough to reproduce the manpower represented by one working age person and their family. A sign of the failure of tax deductions and assistive redistribution systems, we are witnessing a general decrease in the "capillary action" of socio-economic systems, which explains the failure of economic revivals to have a knock-on effect throughout society (weak trickle-down or ripple effect of growth). Moreover, social fragmentation in local areas and the weakening of institutional support systems prompt individuals and groups to seek community-based support systems, often along ethnic or geographical lines, which runs the risk of political instrumentalisation and balkanisation of local areas (whether this be in the form of the "gated communities" of the wealthier classes or so-called "ethnic" communities).
 Added to this, the demographic trend in Europe (ageing population, non-reproduction of age groups) and the rapid deterioration of living conditions in other parts of the world, made worse by climate change (cf. Africa and the drinking water shortage) will lead to increased migration towards the North, on an unprecedented scale.

4.4
The third challenge is that of local issues related to the environmental sphere. Whilst we are witnessing a narrowing of the gap in Europe between the development of the countries and the regions, social fragmentation is increasing within local urban areas 
, on top of which these areas are facing major environmental challenges: exhausted non-renewable resources, pollution, deterioration of urban ecosystems, a growing ecological footprint, with the increased use of renewable natural resources, and heightened natural and social risks. We need to consider a change of paradigm, involving space-time relationships. Due to the development of transport technology (cars, planes) and its democratisation (an interesting expression!), we are able to travel further and consume more in the same space of time. This comes at a cost, though this is not accounted for in GDP calculations, in terms of the mass destruction of non-renewable resources (air, water, fossil fuels), which in turn has a significant impact on the attractiveness of towns and regions (air and water pollution, not to mention pollution form sound, vibrations and electromagnetic waves) for businesses, which have become more demanding with the question of globalisation. Research is needed in this area, in view of the economic changes that are underway (especially the intangible economy), to enable us to review the mobility question (cf. telecommuting and home working).

4.5
However, while the Brundtland report advocates interaction between these separate spheres, proposing that they should be meshed together, it does not pay sufficient attention to the fact that this relationship will not be achieved spontaneously by the market, and that political intervention will be required, but not the type of political intervention we have become accustomed to. The biggest challenge for so-called 'developed' countries lies precisely in their ability to create new interactions between these three spheres of activity and hence to build new socio-political coalitions capable of accepting and nurturing the necessary new social compromises. Perhaps this is what governance is (this was the fourth aspect of the 1997 EU paper entitled "Framework for sustainable urban development in the European Union") and perhaps urban areas are the only areas which provide the opportunity to put governance into practice, amid the improbable quest to achieve the Lisbon 2010 objectives. It can sometimes be useful to read again “old paper”.
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