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The International Colloquium Sustainable Development of Territories and 
Governance of Risks: Inclusive governance for Europe was held on 5 and 6 October 

2006 in Dunkerque, France. Some 200 European participants attended, as actors in 
European territories (citizens, local authority elected members, associations and trade 

unions), representatives of the networks and associations of local actors, representatives of 
national public authorities and of the European Union, representatives of expert 

institutions, industrial and economic operators. Participants were drawn from 9 states, 
members of or applying for membership of the European Union or candidate members 
(Germany, Austria, Belgium, Spain, France, Italy, Romania, United Kingdom, Slovenia). 

 

 

The colloquium ended with the submission of conclusions by those on whose initiative the 
event took place (Dunkerque, Vraiment Durable, TRUSTNET European Programme), These 
conclusions are presented below, for reflection. They call on actors within the European 
Union, both a the local level (citizens, local authority elected members, associations and 
trade unions), and in the national and European networks, along with the national and 
European authorities, research and expert institutions and industrial and economic 
operators, to show their interest and to take part in the consultation process that will now 
begin on the proposals formulated, and in particular on the proposal for the foundation of a 
“European Laboratory of Sustainable Territories”.  

 

 

1. Numerous territories in the European Union are engaged in sustainable 
development, including undertakings and situations affected by risks and impacts for 
mankind and the environment. These activities are so many challenges, to which the 
response is given at the local, national and international levels. These activities are 
subject to national and international regulations. They are affected by constraints 
that arise from the global competitive environment.  

 

2. Actors at the local or 'territorial' level have rendered an account of a regulatory 
system which, in the final analysis, operates “against them”, whereas they expect 
regulation to operate “with them”. Their daily lives are often profoundly affected by 
decisions taken outside their territory, in the name of interests and issues both 
national and international, in the definition of which they have not been directly 
associated.  

 

 

 



3. Elected members describe a context of concern as to the quality of democratic life 
(individuals feeling at a loss, too few bearings and an inadequate sense of identity), 
the critical features of which are disaffection and scepticism about matters political. 
This situation gives rise to citizens feeling frustration and powerlessness about their 
future and about democracy more generally. These feelings, as reported, go hand in 
hand with a growing distrust of economic globalisation, of European construction, 
and of public institutions more generally. 

 

4. On the other hand, in the European Union, at the local level in the 'territories', there 
are observable initiatives by local actors and their elected members, sometimes in 
partnership with economic operators, working for the development of innovative 
practices, such as the inclusive governance that enables people to gradually return 
to ways of active citizenship at the local level. In complement to this, citizens and 
their local 'territories' are organising so as to express their points of view and to 
affirm the legitimacy of their participation in decision-making processes at the 
national and European levels. These approaches are a source of new forms of social 
cohesion and of reconstruction of identity, for local actors. They make a strong 
contribution to the quality of the decision-making process by mobilising the vigilance 
and the sense of responsibility that is the hallmark of a commitment to active 
citizenship.  

 

5. This construction of inclusive governance based on local initiative is however 
hampered, whenever it comes against the institutional mechanisms of national and 
international decision-making, both public and private. The tradition of piecemeal 
public policy-making and regulations (in the fields of health, security, environment, 
heritage, economics and competition, energy, transportation, agriculture …) stand in 
the way of progress. Alternatively, they call any progress made into question, once 
crises have been overcome. It appears that any progress made is difficult to sustain 
over time, due to lack of proper reflection on the need to develop inclusive 
governance, and on the conditions required to sustain it, and due finally perhaps to a 
lack of adhesion by politicians.  

 

6. These observations show the need for the development and the recognition within 
the European Union of inclusive governance at the local, national and European 
levels. Such governance should first be focused on the needs of ‘real’ persons and 
communities, who live in the European territories. In so doing, the European Union 
will be standing by the thinking of the founding fathers of Europe, who were 
attentive to ensuring that European construction was grounded in civil society.  

 

7. The challenge is to build local, national and European decisions “with” such actors 
and not “against” them. Central objectives (among them scientific and technological 
development, the introduction of a competitive market place, competitiveness, 
environmental protection and health protection) should first and foremost serve 
persons and communities in their living environments, when pursued by the Member 
States and by the European Union. 

 

8. The need is to make a central issue of the actual conditions of life of people and to 
enable them to participate in decision-making processes, rather than to build actions 
around general principles and sectorial policies, whose impacts on real life and in the 
territories are not mastered. Any intent to impose objectives on a unilateral basis 
without setting goals locally with the actors in the territories, is liable durably to 
compromise European construction.  

 



 

9. Legislation and national European policy in regard to information and citizen 
participation (Aahrus Convention, European directives, decisions of the European 
Court of Justice) are a major step towards inclusive governance. However such 
governance cannot, it would appear, arise solely from legal measures. Change 
requires the combined action of all the classes of actor concerned: local actors 
(citizens, associations, elected members, trade unions), public authorities, experts, 
industrialists and economic operators. European research (undertaken by 
TRUSTNET) on the evolution of the governance of activities and situations involving 
risk, shows the need for a profound cultural change in these various categories of 
actor. Furthermore, the effective inclusion of citizens as sketched out in the Aahrus 
Convention, has not been truly organised in Europe. The current situation is most 
characterised by “informational” democracy than by genuine change towards 
inclusive and participatory democracy. 

 

10. Active commitment by national and European authorities is necessary at present to 
open up to civil society access to the decision-making processes, to regulatory 
systems, and to the expert and investigative approaches that can be adopted for 
local, national and European decision-making. This implies the need to update the 
mechanisms of governance, when it comes to the allocation of competencies at the 
local, national and European levels of decision-making, and in particular the need to 
revisit the principles of subsidiarity. Too narrow an interpretation of subsidiarity 
tends to exclude local actors from national and international decision-making 
processes. 

 

11. The development of local democracy and pluralism in local processes paving the way 
for decision-making, is also an essential dimension of these developments. What is 
required is the support for and extension of NGOs integrated in those processes and 
the promotion of voluntary commitment by citizens. Such a development should be 
accompanied by the ever-greater involvement of local actors and territorial 
communities in the national and European decision-making processes of concern to 
them, and in which they should be included.  

 

12. The conditions of equitable partnership should be sought after, among the actors in 
the territories, who seek sustainable quality — in their lives, in the environment, and 
of economic actors—, and who are themselves subject to the constraints of the 
international competitive environment. Activities should thereby take place within a 
real “territorial project”, and be part of a rationale of sustainable development. 

  

Conclusion and proposal 

 

13. The construction of inclusive governance for activities exposed to risks within the 
European Union is an innovative approach to experimental democracy, from which 
teachings may be drawn in a more general approach to the solution of a number of 
European problems.  

 

14. The emergence of a new territorial model for sustainable development based on 
inclusive governance is a basic challenge, on which the future of European 
construction depends. European construction cannot be imposed on a “top down” 
basis only, but must be built up from experimental approaches out in the field, in a 
response to the expectations of citizens as they are engaged in each territory in the 
construction at the local level of their own quality of life and future.  



15. The Dunkerque Colloquium represents an outstanding moment of pluralist dialogue 
involving European citizens and local, national and European actors. This colloquium 
has given visibility to a large number of approaches and experiments which are 
currently coming to light in the European Union, in a response to the challenges of 
sustainable development in the territories.  

 

16. It is proposed to create a “European Laboratory of Sustainable Territories” engaged 
in experimental approaches towards the inclusive governance of activities and 
situations exposed to risks, in partnership with national and European public 
institutions, non-governmental organisations, experts and researchers, economic 
operators, in order to support and stimulate such developments.  

 

17. The goal is to demonstrate the existence of a European space for democratic 
innovation, whose construction should go forward in close connection with real life, 
at the local level, in the territories. The goal is also to support the development of 
such European space by promoting the exchange of experience and facilitating 
pluralist building of projects based on partnerships between local, national and 
international actors.  

 

18. The organisers of the Colloquium have given themselves a period of nine months in 
which to undertake consultations with the various local, national and European 
institutions that have expressed an interest in this approach. On completion of this 
period, they will formulate the proposals for and the modalities of an active 
partnership around the objectives adopted by local, national and European actors. A 
forthcoming meeting has already been envisaged within two years, planned to be 
held in, and in the context of, a new member state of the European Union 
(Slovenia). 
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