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ABSTRACT 
This study aims to contribute to the field of urban planning by applying policy mobilities 

and transfer theories to a case study of the Capital Regional District and its 13 member 

municipalities in British Columbia, Canada in order to analyse and understand the 

dynamics of how sustainability is governed locally, with a special focus on sustainability 

policy transfers and implementation. Previously, policy transfer theory has only been 

applied to urban planning policies at a national or trans-national level and this thesis argues 

that understanding policy development at the local level is of critical importance to 

understanding the challenges facing development and implementation of policies, in 

particular sustainability policies. This in-depth case study primarily utilizes the results of 

multiple interviews with 12 key stakeholders who guide policy development and creation in 

the region to inform an understanding of how sustainable development initiatives are 

developed and shared. This thesis finds that while there is interest and demand in 

sustainability, policy makers are also frustrated with their lack of success in successfully 

implementing sustainability programs. Municipalities in Canada are increasingly under 

pressure to provide more services with fewer funds and as a result represent a perfect 

scenario for the process of policy transfer with the aim of developing regionally cohesive 

sustainability policies. While there are some instances of policy sharing and transfer among 

municipalities in the region, there is a clear desire for more transfer which would allow 

municipalities to respond more effectively to the demands placed upon them. Significant 

barriers to transfer are also found within the region, in particular, an unclear understanding 

of sustainability which results in a disconnected demand for action, a culture of competition 

and hostility amongst municipalities, difficulty with the mechanics of transfer itself, and a 

severe lack of time, money and resources to invest in ensuring proper policy transfer. These 

barriers to transfer are in part a result of a broken governance structure which does not 

provide clear leadership to the municipalities, sets municipalities to be competitive with 

each other and provides ineffective support for municipalities through an unwieldy regional 

administrative body which is not well regarded by the municipalities.  

Key words: Sustainability, Policy transfer, Policy Mobilities, Policy Development, Case 

Study, Governance, Regional Districts, British Columbia, Canada. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Since its 1987 publication in the Brundtland Report, the concept of sustainable 

development has been seen as a promising solution for a diverse array of social and 

environmental problems (Grant J. L., 2009; Polk, 2010). Interest in sustainable 

development has rapidly gained influence in planning approaches in both Canada and 

Europe and sustainable development has become a fundamental concept in current urban 

planning. Sadly, despite this focus on sustainability and its many inclusions at the policy 

level, there are a growing number of examples and case studies around the world which 

point to the failure of sustainability rather than its success (Polk, 2010, p. 482).  

While sustainability initiatives and policies continue to proliferate, very few critical 

analyses of sustainability and its challenges exist. There is currently no clear understanding 

of why sustainability policies are failing. The most common explanations point to ‘fuzzy’ 

concepts of sustainability and a definition that is difficult to apply in practice, however 

there is also a critical lack of understanding of how the global concept of sustainability is 

translated into polices which are developed and implemented at the local level. Research is 

needed which performs a deep analysis of the how local institutional structures behave and 

respond to sustainability policies, how they develop or receive these policies and how these 

policies spread between institutions (Cochrane & Ward, 2012). Much of the current focus 

and academic writing on urban policy development is at the national or international level 

of policy exchange and development but ultimately it is within the institutions of local 

government that meta-concepts such as sustainability are transformed into concrete action. 

Understanding the process through which general concepts such as sustainability, espoused 

by global institutions like the United Nations, are reified at the local level is critical to 

improving our chances of success in implementing sustainability policies. The purpose of 

this thesis is thus to analyse and understand the dynamics of how sustainability is governed 

locally, with a special focus on sustainability policy transfers and implementation.  

To this end, this study utilizes a case study approach to apply policy transfer theories to the 

development of sustainability policies within a small region in order to explore how the 

theory of sustainable development is translated into the practical implemention of 

sustainability initiatives and how the municipalities are developing their sustainability 

policies. A case study is made of the Capital Regional District and its 13 member 

municipalities in British Columbia, Canada. Focusing on this region facilitates an analysis 

of local, regional and provincial levels of government, their relationships and the manner in 

which the transfer of knowledge and policies contributes to the development of 

sustainability policies. Sustainable development policy as it plays out in the Capital 

Regional District functions as a lens through which to explore how urban policy is 

practically implemented by key actors and agents. This thesis will thus make use of the 

concept of policy transfers and apply this theory specifically to transfers of sustainability 

policies and then will work to identify barriers to policy transfer with the specific 

governance and planning system within the case study region.  
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The following main research questions are addressed: 

1) What is the role of sustainability policies in the region and the municipalities? 

2) Is there a need for policy transfer and knowledge sharing? 

3) What are the common barriers to transfer of sustainability policies? 

4) How are structural problems contributing to policy failure? 

Disposition of Thesis 
This research is broadly divided into five parts with the above Introduction serving to frame 

the research with an aim of study, research questions and a discussion of the contribution of 

the research to the academic field.  The following section, Research Methodology, outlines 

the qualitative research undertaken along with the supporting methodological theories, 

namely grounded theory and a phronetic or extended case-study approach. Theoretical 

Foundation, introduces the theoretical framework for this study. It briefly describes the 

current status of the concept of sustainability, introduces policy transfer theory and policy 

mobilities theory and connects these theories as vital to urban planning; all of which are 

concepts which are later used in a discussion of the case study.  The next section, Case 

Study Findings, discusses the empirical results of the Case Study and relates them to the 

theory earlier introduced.  After a brief review of the mechanisms and challenges of urban 

planning in Canada, these empirical findings are organized with the intent of answering the 

four research questions of this study.  These sub-sections are entitled Disconnected 

Demand for Sustainability, Perfect Scenario for Policy Transfer, Barriers to Policy 

Transfer, and A Broken Governance Structure.  Finally a Conclusion section serves to 

summarize the findings of this research, consider how this research may be applied to other 

areas and make suggestions for further research.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
The research framework of this thesis is based on a qualitative approach to analyze a 

specific case study using the phronetic method and its complement grounded theory. These 

methods emphasize the utility of an in-depth case study which generates a deep or thick 

level of understanding which is often otherwise difficult to achieve using other research 

methods. Qualitative research is particular appropriate in attempting to understand subtle 

power struggles or interplay between diverse actors as it involves studying “things in their 

natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the 

meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002, p. 2). Inquiry into the case study 

itself was approached using grounded theory in which a series of in-depth interviews were 

initiated early in the research process and therefore guided the subsequent theoretical 

research and formulation of a hypothesis. Utilizing a case study allows a more in-depth 

understanding of the complexity and ambiguity surrounding the research questions.  
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Introducing the Case Study  
This thesis utilizes a case study of the 

Capital Regional District (CRD) in 

Canada which is a local government 

structure created by the Province of 

British Columbia and encompasses 

thirteen municipalities and three electoral 

areas on the southernmost tip of 

Vancouver Island and includes a number 

of islands along the coast (see Figure 1). 

As of the 2011 Canadian Census, the 

Capital Region District had an official 

population of 359 991 people and has a 

total land area of 2341.11 km
2
. The urban 

center of the region is the City of Victoria 

which is also the provincial capital of 

British Columbia. The CRD has both the 

second highest population and population 

density, second to Metro Vancouver. Regional Districts in British Columbia have an 

average of 6 member municipalities while Metro Vancouver has the highest number at 22 

and the CRD is second at 13 member municipalities. The CRD’s authority is granted 

through provincial legislation called the Local Government Act and it is run by a 23 Board 

of Directors consisting of representatives from each member municipality.  

The CRD was chosen for this case study because it has an unusually high number of 

member municipalities within a relatively small land area and those 13 municipalities are 

diverse in terms of their demographic profiles, leading industries and economies. While the 

relationships and dynamics of these municipalities is complex and at times ambiguous, the 

relatively small size of the CRD means that these municipalities interact frequently and are 

quite aware of each other’s activities. I have been able to secure interviews with a number 

of key players in the region both municipal workers and those who work for the CRD’s 

administrative body and as a result, I believe I have achieved the thick understanding or 

conceptual density required in order to generate useful and applicable research results.  

The Phronetic Approach  
The research approach to this thesis is guided by phronetic planning research as outlined by 

Bent Flyvbjerg. The key principle of phronetic research is that “practical examples are 

typically more effective vehicles of communication than are discussions of theory and 

methodology” (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 283) and I believe that this deep and analytical approach 

to understanding case studies is key to properly answering my research questions. Phronetic 

planning is a contemporary interpretation by Flyvbjerg of the classic Greek concept of 

phronesis which is commonly translated as practical wisdom (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 284). 

Aristotle outlined three intellectual virtues which in simple terms can be understood as 

episteme as pertaining to scientific knowledge based in rationality, techne meaning craft or 

art which is pragmatic and oriented towards production and phronesis which is ethics in 

Figure 1: Location of Case Study Region  

 (Capital Regional District) 
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practice and the deliberation of values and their application to practice (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 

287). While the concepts of episteme and techne became incorporated into contemporary 

vernacular as epistemic knowledge and technology, phronesis was never adopted. 

However, Aristotle felt that phronesis was the most important of the three intellectual 

virtues because it serves as a point of connection and an ethical framework for science and 

technology. Flyvbjerg poses four main questions as key to the phronetic planning research 

method:    

1. Where are we going with planning? 

2. Who gains and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power? 

3. Is this development desirable? 

4. What, if anything, should we do about it?  (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 290) 

Flyvbjerg takes great pains to point out that no one could possible know or uncover the 

complete answers to all these questions, rather he hopes that in the effort to answer them, 

planning researchers will be contributing to an ongoing conversation “about the problems, 

possibilities, and risks that planning faces and how things may be done differently” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 290)  He also argues that ultimately, phronetic planning research is not 

method-driven but problem driven and that the main goal of phronetic planning research is 

to arrive at research that answers these four value-rational questions and the method used is 

of secondary importance because the best method will change depending on the specific 

context and research problem (Flyvbjerg, 2004). 

According to Flyvbjerg, the phronetic model of social science emphasizes the production of 

knowledge and democratic participation by “elucidating where we are, where we want to 

go, and what is desirable according to different sets of values and interests”  (Flyvbjerg, 

2005, p. 42). The ultimate and ambitious goal for the phronetic approach is to contribute to 

society’s “capacity for value-rational deliberation and action” (Flyvbjerg, 2005, p. 42). As 

Flyvbjerg argues, the best way to discover this value-rationality is to conduct rigorous case 

studies which produce a ‘thick’ understanding of complex and context dependent 

knowledge. Flyvbjerg dismisses the common criticism of case studies being too subjective 

and too open to the biases of the individual researcher and argues that social sciences must 

embrace its own research methodology instead of attempting and failing to apply a more 

scientific or objective approach. Flyvbjerg’s arguments are similar to Burawoy’s who 

distinguishes between the positivist method in which the researcher takes great pains to stay 

removed from the subject which could be seen as a partner to epistemic knowledge and the 

reflexive method in which the researcher’s participation in the world being studied is 

acknowledged (Burawoy, 1998, p. 5). In the positivist method “we try to avoid affecting the 

situation we study, standardize the collection of data, bracket external  conditions and make 

sure our sample is representative” while in the reflexive method “we keep  ourselves steady 

by rooting ourselves in theory that guides our dialogue with participants” (Burawoy, 1998, 

p. 5). Similarly, Flyvbjerg argues that social science does not and cannot produce context-

independent theory and ultimately has nothing to offer other than concrete, context 

dependent knowledge and that knowledge should be embraced and valued (Flyvbjerg, 

2006). After all, observation “is all we have. It is the only route to knowledge – noisy, 
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fallible and biased though it be” (Campbell, 1975, p. 191). Likewise, Burawoy emphasises 

a reflexive model as an approach that “embraces not detachment but engagement as the 

road to knowledge” (Burawoy, 1998, p. 5). The reflexive method begins with dialogue 

between researcher and participants and then tries to understand that dialogue by applying 

knowledge about the context of the case and then finally by applying theory to the dialogue 

and trying to expand on it. “Where positive science proposes to insulate subject from 

object, reflexive science elevates dialogue as its defining principle and inter-subjectivity 

between participant and observer as its premise” (Burawoy, 1998, p. 14). “Case studies can 

illustrate and make us better understand phenomena that have been theorised about and 

described in previous research” (Burawoy, 1998, p. 17). Finally, Burawoy argues that 

“objectivity is not measured by procedures that assure an accurate mapping of the world but 

by growth of knowledge” (Burawoy, 1998, p. 5). 

Utilizing Grounded theory  
In the late 1960s, Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss developed a new line of qualitative 

inquiry called grounded theory, which some argue is the single most significant force in 

gaining acceptance for qualitative methods as legitimate in applied social research (Thomas 

& James, 2006). The 1967 publication of the Discovery of Grounded Theory attempted to 

legitimate “careful qualitative research, as by the 1960s this had sunk to a low status among 

an increasing number of sociologists because it was not believed capable of adequate 

verification” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 275). Grounded theory slowly became popular 

and in the early 1980s became a well-recognized research method in the social sciences and 

is frequently used in a number of research areas. Denzin goes as far as to claim that 

grounded theory “is the most widely used qualitative interpretive framework in the social 

sciences today” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002, p. 508) and Glaser and Strauss themselves hoped 

that this type of theory would help close “the embarrassing gap between theory and 

empirical research” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

 

Grounded theory begins, not with a clearly defined set of research objectives and 

hypothesis, but rather follows where the research takes you, building theory during the 

process of data extraction. A basic idea or premise is identified and preliminary empirical 

research is performed, then literature is referred to, and then depending on what is read, 

further empirical research is carried out and so on. The key to the whole process of 

grounded theory is that the relationship between theory and practical research “is not 

sequential but symbiotic, where one feeds into the other, it is very exploratory in nature” 

(Biggam, 2008, p. 85). You must begin by collecting data in order to identify patterns 

which can provide the basis for theories or general conceptions. The theory is truly rooted 

and grounded in data which has been systematically gathered and analyzed. “Theory 

evolves during actual research and it does this through continuous interplay between 

analysis and data collection” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 273). The resultant theory and 

understanding produced using grounded theory methodology is conceptually dense and as 

Strauss and Corbin argue, the discursive presentation style of grounded theory captures and 

describes these situations and nuances far better than empirical or positivist methods 

typically associated with the natural sciences (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 278) “theory may 

be generated initially from the data, or, if existing (grounded) theories seem appropriate to 
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the area of investigation, then these may be elaborated and modified as incoming data are 

meticulously played against them” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 273). 

 

Critics of grounded theory say that it “oversimplifies complex meanings and inter-

relationships in data”, is too subjective and that by emphasizing the procedure, key analysis 

opportunities are lost (Thomas & James, 2006, p. 768). However, grounded theory remains 

a popular approach to social sciences as it provides a structured methodology to achieving 

conceptual density, which is the richness of concept development and relationships (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1994, p. 274). Therefore I utilize grounded theory in which the researcher 

engages in an ongoing process of data discovery while concurrently comparing and support 

that data with theories and literature from other researchers. The use of grounded theory 

was essential in my research as I began with a rather broad topic of how sustainability was 

implemented within the municipalities in the case study region and quickly found a trend in 

the interview responses which pointed to a complicated relationship with knowledge and 

policy sharing in the area.  This led me to develop a theory of policy transfer combined 

with policy mobilities theory and apply it to the development of sustainability policies in 

the region. The theories used in this thesis were then further refined through ongoing 

dialogue and multiple interviews with the initial respondents. The result is a synergistic 

approach that allows the case study data and the theory to inform each other, creating a 

more complex and in-depth understanding of the issues at hand. 

Gathering Empirical Data  
Using grounded theory principles as my guide, I began my thesis work by conducting a 

number of semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders within the CRD before doing 

any substantial theoretical research. Therefore the theory which is subsequently developed 

and applied in this thesis was guided and informed through early empirical data and initial 

observations of the dynamics in the area. A total of 12 initial in-person interviews were 

conducted. Ten local government workers representing ten of the 13 municipalities agreed 

to meet with me for an in-person interview, three of these workers had the title of 

Sustainability Coordinator while the rest were knowledgeable senior urban planners with a 

minimum of 7 years’ experience working in the region. In addition, two senior staff 

members with the CRD administrative body agreed to in-depth interviews. It should be 

noted that the three remaining municipalities that I did not secure interviews with were 

either quite small (less than 2000 people) or did not have dedicated planning staff who 

would be able to speak with me. After the initial interviews were completed and I had 

formed my theoretical framework, I followed up with the interviewees by phone and in 

some cases email to ask some more detailed questions which tested the theories I was 

developing. I completed in-depth follow up phone interviews with four of my initial 

contacts and received several shorter email responses from another three of the 

interviewees.  

 

Initial interviews were typically a little more than an hour in length and with the exception 

of one phone interview were all conducted in person. All interviews were tape recorded 

with permission and subsequently transcribed. At the beginning of each interview the aim 

and purpose of the study was described, and an informed consent form was reviewed and 
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signed. While I have made every effort to retain openness and transparency in my research 

I also have a need to protect the identities of my research subjects, which most requested 

when they signed my consent form. As such, I have undertaken a process of de-identifying 

my research by “eliminating the connection between samples or questionnaire answers and 

certain individuals so that neither unauthorized individuals nor the research group can re-

establish it” (Vetenskapsrådet, 2011, p. 67). Interviews took place in a number of different 

settings, based on the interviewees preferences, in order to accommodate their schedules, 

set them at ease and create a setting which would be most conducive to candid 

conversation. For the majority of interviews I met the interviewees at their offices and we 

conducted the interviews in private meeting rooms however several were also conducted in 

coffee shops as those particular interviewees did not want to speak openly or critically 

while at their place of employment. I found no noticeable difference in how candid or 

forthcoming an interviewee was in either setting. Following these interviews, I applied the 

knowledge I gained to different theories and once I had a substantial hypotheses and theory, 

followed up with all of my interviewees by either phone or email in order to ask them some 

more specific questions and therefore grow my knowledge of their situation and context. 

These follow up interviews attempted to gain a deeper understanding of the opportunities 

and barriers facing planners at the regional and municipal level and what mechanisms were 

involved in how they developed sustainability policies.  

In terms of the style of interview, I chose to conduct semi-structured interviews, which 

Burgess calls a “conversation with a purpose” in which I began every interview with a 

small set of pre-determined, open-ended questions but gave the interviewees the flexibility 

and the opportunity to discuss topics of interest at length (Burgess 1984 p. 102). I attempted 

to do as Biggam recommends, which is to have a “willingness to let the interview ebb and 

flow, following associated leads and new issues as they arise” (Biggam, 2008, p. 102). As 

much as possible I attempted to conduct the interviews as a normal conversation that was 

simply guided by open-ended questions in order to encourage meaningful and organic 

responses. In the end I believe I succeeded in conducting interviews that were “interactive, 

dynamic encounters, not merely extractive, fact/opinion-gathering exercises; they entail 

dialogue as much as digging” (Peck, 2012, p. 26). 

The intent of qualitative research is to create and gather transferable knowledge and in-

depth analysis rather than statistics. Therefore interviewees were selected based on 

suitability and informed choice rather than a selection process concerned with generating a 

random sample. Many of my initial contacts were made through online searches of 

municipal websites and subsequently emailing potential contacts. I was also connected to 

key actors through personal introductions from staff at the Town of Sidney, a CRD member 

municipality where I completed a three month work experience placement in the fall of 

2012. During every interview I also always asked interviewees to suggest other potential 

people to contact. I do think it is significant that all of my interviewees were bureaucrats 

who then suggested other bureaucrats; they never suggested other experts and I was 

somewhat restricted in my knowledge of key players in the area so it is possible that I may 

have missed important perspectives and voices in my case study. However, my narrower 

focus was also intentional as I wished to focus on key actors who had the most influence in 
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the area, particularly in terms of policy development. While a larger study could possibly 

include non-government actors, community advocacy groups or local experts beyond those 

within local government, I felt that interviewing these additional actors would be a 

distraction from the goal of understanding how official sustainability policies were 

developed and shared in the region. As it was, I focused my search for interviewees in an 

attempt to present a range of perspectives and expertise which well represented the large 

number of municipalities in the area as well as the CRD administrative perspective, which I 

believe I achieved. I feel that the research for this thesis allows for an appropriately broad 

and thorough representation of the dynamics which are occurring in the region.  

Research Limitations and Ethical Issues 
This type of research which is embedded in a deep analysis of a case study is inherently 

subjective. In applying the phronetic method to an extended case study, I embraced 

reflexive research as described by Burawoy earlier, and acknowledge that in this research 

context, it is impossible to remain separate from the subject matter. As Flyvbjerg argues, it 

is important for planning researchers to remain aware of their own unique perspective and 

position within the research context as there is “no neutral ground, no ‘view from nowhere’ 

for their work” (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 290). Peck also argues for interviews to function as an 

intentional co-production of social data and knowledge which occurs “at the nexus of 

interviewee worldviews and the evolving bundle of questions actively pursued by the 

researcher” (Peck, 2012, p. 26). Burawoy details four context effects which may impact 

interviews such as interview effects in which the interviewee changes responses in reaction 

to characteristics of the interviewer or how the interview is conducted; respondent effects in 

which the meaning of questions are ambiguous due to different world views; field effects 

which recognize that interviews “cannot be isolated from the political, social or economic 

contexts within which they take place; and situation effects which recognize that sometimes 

knowledge is embedded within social situations and not individuals (Burawoy, 1998, p. 

12). Rather than attempting to measure, reduce and control these context effects, Burawoy 

recommends that these effects be understood not as “noise disguising reality but reality 

itself” and I tried to embrace the complex and nuanced nature of a deep case study 

(Burawoy, 1998, p. 13). 

During my initial interviews and the early theory building of my research I was hoping to 

focus more on all three spheres of sustainability; economic, social and environmental.  

However, I found that the majority of respondents were focused on an understanding of 

sustainability that was purely environmental and often focused on climate change.  As a 

result much of my empirical findings contain discussion of solely environmental 

sustainability.  Suggestions and possible explanations for this environmental focus are 

discussed in the theoretical section. It was also difficult at times to ascertain how accurate 

interview responses were as “penetrating below the official line, to the ‘hidden transcripts’ 

beneath can be a demanding feat” (Peck, 2012, p. 26). I certainly found that particularly 

among the more experienced interviewees, responses were carefully calculated and at times 

may have intentionally placed the municipality in the best light or given “exaggerated 

accounts of foresight, rationality, or creative entrepreneurism” (Peck, 2012, p. 26). Despite 

this potential for agent inflation, clear trends and common responses were apparent 
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throughout all interviews and therefore I believe that this potential for bias was rendered 

minimal. Responses to certain questions also often referred to explicit local knowledge of 

the dynamics and power structure of the area which interviewees assumed I was aware of 

because I was working within one of the municipalities and had grown up in the area. In 

this I am extremely grateful to the staff at the Town of Sidney who informally answered 

many of my questions regarding context and informed me of the background issues that an 

interviewee may have been alluding to. 

With this in mind, I recognize that as a researcher I am embedded within the very situation 

I am trying to describe and that my own motivations and perspectives will necessarily 

shape my research (Burawoy, 1998). Given that it is impossible to remove all bias from 

self, it is therefore relevant to this thesis to describe my own position and potential 

preconceptions or effects I may have on the research “as participants in sites invested with 

hierarchies, competing ideologies, and struggles over resources, we are trapped in networks 

of power” (Burawoy, 1998, p. 22). Flyvbjerg places major emphasis on acknowledging the 

research context and goes on to state that it is truly only when research is situated within 

the context of study that “the most significant levels of understanding can be achieved” 

(Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 429). As Strauss and Corbin state, researchers must accept and 

acknowledge the interpretative aspect of their role, and “assume the further responsibility 

of interpreting what is observed, heard or read” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 274). 

Researchers may recognize themselves as a participant but can still generate good and 

objective research if they ground themselves in theory (Burawoy, 1998, p. 5). Therefore I 

should reveal my own context within my field of inquiry. The majority of my interviews 

were done early, while I was a planning intern at the Town of Sidney, one of the member 

municipalities and it is quite possible that my placement at Sidney may have led to a 

perceived affiliation with that specific municipality. In particular, I noticed that many of the 

interviewees were quick to criticize each other but that criticism never extended to the 

municipality I was interning at. Perhaps there were no relevant criticisms or perhaps my 

interviewees were censoring themselves because of my affiliation with that particular 

municipality. I am also conscious that my own behaviour as an interviewer was shaped by 

the research environment. In particular, this area of Canada is my chosen place to work and 

live and while I tried to ignore this knowledge, the reality is that most of the people I 

interviewed were people I wanted to make a good impression on, as I hope to one day work 

with them as a planner in their municipalities. All of these factors clearly illustrate that the 

“interview is a social context, embedded in other contexts, all of which lend meaning” 

(Burawoy, 1998, p. 12). However I think the complex and intertwined nature of my case 

study is a strength with respondents treating me as a peer rather than an outsider and my 

own commitment and interest in sustainability lending itself to a more accurate and deep 

understanding of the true dynamics within the region.  

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 
This section lays the theoretical groundwork for this thesis. The early definitions of 

sustainability and its quick rise in global popularity will be discussed while ultimately, the 

concept of sustainability will be critiqued as a failed concept. Policy transfer theory will be 
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introduced, a case for applying this theory to urban planning will be made and the 

importance of both global and local forces will be discussed with the suggestion that a 

policy mobilities perspective is an appropriate manner in which to approach policy transfer 

theory. The process of policy transfer, particularly the example of lesson drawing and 

barriers to policy transfer will be described. Finally, a discussion and critique of policy 

transfer will be made.  

Origins of Sustainability 
The concept of sustainability, while in use since the 1960s, was first popularized by the 

Brundtland Commission of the United Nations in 1987 which defined sustainable 

development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations World 

Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Sustainable development quickly 

became popular around the world and is celebrated as an effective and holistic way to 

address a multitude of social and environmental problems and since 1987 there has been 

widespread global adoption of sustainability principles by national governments. A striking 

example of the enthusiasm for sustainable development is that of the United Nations’ 

Agenda 21, a non-binding and voluntary sustainable development action plan which was 

adopted by 178 countries at the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (United Nations Environment Programme, 1992). 

More recently 192 government heads of state made or renewed a public commitment to 

sustainable development and the promotion of a sustainable future at 2012 United Nations 

Conference on Sustainable Development known as Rio+20. This conference resulted in a 

new document, The Future We Want which restates and expands the goals of Agenda 21 in 

order to “renew our commitment to sustainable development and ensure the promotion of 

an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable future for our planet and for 

present and future generations” (United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, 

2012). This widespread enthusiasm for sustainable development is due in large part because 

sustainability is seen as a solution which can “incorporate global and long-term concerns, 

integrate multiple goals (economic growth, inter- and intra-generational equity, 

environmental conservation) and reconcile conflicts between growth and the environment” 

(Polk, 2010, p. 481). 

Urban planning departments and experts in North America and Europe quickly began to 

incorporate sustainability measures after the Brundtland Report and sustainability rapidly 

became an accepted urban planning principle which typically includes compact urban form, 

multi-modal transportation options, healthy living environments, affordable housing and 

environmental responsibility (Grant J. L., 2009, p. 12). City administrators in North 

America were particularly quick to support sustainability measures because under its 

umbrella it gave them the ability to justify developing comprehensive long term strategic 

policies which “captured the interconnection of three important goals for city-regions: 

economic development, social equity and environmental protection” (Evans L. , 2007, p. 8). 

For urban planners, the concept of sustainability also allows for critical discussion of the 

values and priorities which are shaping a city’s policies and programs because 

sustainability brings together many different stakeholders, emphasizes collaborative and 
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participatory processes and combines many different sources of expertise and interests 

(Polk, 2010). The growing popularity of sustainable development concepts makes it easier 

for urban planners to achieve support for a long-range projects as well as gaining tacit 

approval for their programs as awareness of sustainable development within the community 

increases.  

The local urban scale is also of vital importance in the process of translating the 

aspirational and general policy goals for sustainable development to practical policies 

which are implemented at the ground level. Sustainable development was conceptualized at 

a global level however it is realized in practical terms at a local level. In order to understand 

the impact of sustainable development it must be understood as the result of the 

complexities of interpretation and situating sustainable development goals within the 

unique contexts of individual local governments. In fact, Vallance et al. go as far as to 

argue for the recognition of the term ‘urban sustainability’ both because of the increasing 

urbanism worldwide and from the city’s ability “to act as a convenient administrative unit 

through which the ‘global’ can be made ‘local’ (Vallance et al., 2012, p. 1696). 

Failure of Sustainability 
Despite the continued popularity of sustainable development concepts, recent studies show 

that these sustainability ideals may have limited impact and even the staunchest 

sustainability advocates acknowledge that there are significant challenges and barriers 

ahead in implementing a vision of sustainability (Grant J. L., 2009, p. 11). Since the 1987 

Brundtland Report was first released, there have been a multitude of policies, programmes, 

incentives, goals, and indicators developed in order to attempt to harness the potential of 

sustainable development however “despite the amount of work that has been directed at 

sustainable development and its many successes on the policy level, there are more 

examples that testify to the limitations and failures that attend implementing sustainable 

development in practice than that confirm its success”  (Polk, 2010, p. 482). A key factor in 

the lack of sustainability implementation stems from the vague definition of sustainability 

from the Brundtland Commission which results in “ poorly formed and identified goals and 

measurements of sustainability”, or as Swyngedouw puts it “fuzzy sustainability” (2010, p. 

190). In fact, in his review of the subject Mebratu found that over 80 alternate definitions of 

sustainable development existed, a number that has surely increased since his 1998 study 

(Mebratu, 1998). This high number of diverse definitions has led to a great deal of 

confusion and individual interpretations of sustainability. At this point, even if a program or 

project is positively contributing to a community it is unclear whether or not it can be said 

to be achieving sustainability goals.  

“Despite extensive discussion, a plethora of indices and indicators, and general 

fervour surrounding the term, it is debateable whether we have a good idea of 

what urban sustainability entails or how we might actually achieve it” 

 (Vallance, et al., 2012, p. 1695) 
Some critics claim that the term itself is inherently unrealistic and even conflicting, while 

others feel the term is simply ambiguous. The overly general initial definition was in part 

due to “a political fudge, based on ambiguity of meaning in order to gain widespread 
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acceptance” however the resulting multitude of alternative definitions as individual 

governments and actors attempt to find meaning in the term create conflicting and 

confusing applications of sustainability (Keirstead & Leach, 2008, p. 330). Sustainability 

has even been described as “a type of ‘wicked problem’ … because its definition is unclear, 

with no obvious means existing to resolve this confusion” (Holden, 2008, p. 476). In some 

ways it appears to be impossible to actually achieve sustainability because of these 

conflicting definitions and applications and therefore all sustainability programs are 

doomed to failure. Perhaps as a result of this ambiguity, much of the initial focus on the 

interconnected spheres of social, economic and environment which initially made the idea 

of sustainability so popular has been narrowed down to simply an environmental focus 

consisting of “discursive ‘eco-friendly’ denominators” (Vallance et al., 2012, p. 1695). The 

fact that progress on environmental goals is measurable and tacit may also account for the 

shift in focus, particularly because economic or social policies tend to be contested and 

political with multiple interpretations and divergent interests (Swyngedouw, 2010).  

Introducing Policy Transfer Theory 
Institutions, governments and experts have long shared or transferred their knowledge and 

expertise to each other through both informal and formal collaboration. This knowledge 

exchange is a natural processes and not a new phenomenon, Aristotle is even recorded as 

discussing the benefits of drawing from both the positive and negative experiences in the 

development of great city states (Evans M. , 2009, p. 237). However, it wasn’t until 1996 

with the publication of a paper Who learns what from whom: a review of the policy transfer 

literature by Dolowitz and Marsh that this process of sharing and learning from one another 

became a clear topic of academic interest. In this foundational paper, Dolowitz and Marsh 

coin the term Policy Transfer which they define as a “a process in which knowledge about 

policies, administrative arrangements, institutions etc. in one time and/or place is used in 

the development of policies, administrative arrangements and institutions in another time 

and/or place” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 344). In a revised definition Dolowitz and 

Marsh specify that these processes could occur in political systems in either the past or 

present (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000, p. 5). Another common understanding of policy transfer 

developed primarily by Richard Rose describes it as “a process in which knowledge about 

policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas moves between different 

political jurisdictions” (Legrand, 2012, p. 525). The study and analysis of policy transfer 

therefore “attempts to understand and intuit the cross-cultural transfer of knowledge about 

institutions, policies or delivery systems from one sector to another level of governance to 

another level of governance in a different country” (Evans M. , 2009, p. 238). 

“Every country has problems, and each thinks that its problems are unique to 

its place and time…but the concerns for which ordinary people turn to 

government – education, social security, health care, safety on the streets, a 

clean environment, and a buoyant economy – are common on many continents. 

Within a given policy area there is much in common across state and national 

boundaries.”  

(Rose, 1991, pp. 3-4)  
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Dolowitz and Marsh use the concept of policy transfer as an umbrella term which 

encompasses diverse claims about the nature of policy development such as lesson 

drawing, policy convergence and policy diffusion (Evans & Davies, 1999). Policy transfer 

has been considerably developed and explored since it was first discussed in 1996 and 

through the research efforts of a number of scholars has now been established as an 

important component of public policy analysis which is often used in the analysis of broad 

phenomena such as Europeanization, globalisation and policy innovation (Benson & 

Jordan, 2011). While policy transfer is most often focused at knowledge exchange at the 

international level, it may also be applied to a more detailed understanding of how 

transferred policies are received at the local level, by considering the scale of analysis and 

utilizing a policy mobilities approach.   

Through the Lens of Policy Mobilities 
Policy Transfer academics persist in largely focusing their case studies on policy transfers 

occurring between two different countries, often at the national scale of policy. A new 

critique of the traditional policy transfer approach is due to the focus it places on policy 

development at the national scale. Most policy transfer literature makes numerous 

references to international transfers of knowledge between countries which indicates a 

macro scale approach to policy transfer. Stone acknowledges that there is an understudied 

occurrence of transfer “at the sub-national level: between states in federal systems and 

across local governments, municipalities and boroughs” however both Stone and Dolowitz 

and Marsh only go so far as to acknowledge that “interlocal transfers and learning can 

happen within one national system” and they do not expand upon this concept (Dolowitz & 

Marsh, 2000; Stone, 1999; McCann, 2011, p. 111). This macro-scale approach creates an 

understanding of policy transfer that is removed from individual locations or contexts and 

becomes in effect placeless. At this scale most policy transfer scholars fail to relate transfer 

to the concrete acts of policymakers, politicians, and bureaucrats from a national or 

international scale and fail to analyze the explicit processes of policy transfer at a local 

level. McCann argues that this has led to a “problematic separation” between the domestic 

and the international which does not allow for urban policy actors to act globally at a local 

level (McCann, 2011, p. 111). As Peck and Theodore remind us, “the effectiveness of 

policies and programmes remains stubbornly dependent on local economic and institutional 

conditions” (Peck & Theodore, 2001, p. 427) and cities are an increasingly important 

location for policy transfer and analysis (McCann, 2011, p. 111; Brenner & Theodore, 

2002, p. 21). 

Traditional approaches to urban policy focus on site specific policies and has “historically 

understood the urban as closed and bounded, as a self-contained territory” however in 

response to some of the criticisms of policy transfer there has been a recent shift towards 

emerging theories of policy mobility and mutation as a way of understanding urban policy 

transfer (McCann & Ward, 2012, p. 44). Policy mobility theory questions the “tendency 

towards reification and state-centred” focus of much traditional policy transfer literature 

and instead centres on how “policies are constructed and mobilized, mutating as they move 

from one place to another, being assembled, disassembled, and reassembled along the way” 

(McCann & Ward, 2012, pp. 43, 112). Policy mobilities does not assume rational behaviour 
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and instead “policy actors and actions are understood to be politically mediated and 

sociologically complex” with the context of policy transfer as “social, relational and power 

laden” (Peck, 2012, p. 23; McCann, 2011, p. 109). The entire approach of urban policy 

mobility theory is predicated on the idea that “socially produced and circulated forms of 

knowledge addressing how to design and govern cities that develop in, are conditioned by, 

travel through, connect and shape various spatial scales, networks, policy communities and 

institutional contexts” (McCann, 2011, p. 109).  

The mobilities perspective is also useful because it emphasizes that although knowledge 

might be understood to “flow around the world, it is only actionable and productive when it 

is embedded or territorialized in specific social, spatial and institutional contexts” 

(McCann, 2011, p. 124). In order to understand policies, they must be recognized as 

“mobile, uprooted and moved from one place to another, evolving and mutating as they go” 

(McCann & Ward, 2012, p. 45). Within the policy mobilities approach, policy is 

understood not so much as a single object but as a process of translation consisting of a 

continuous arc of articulation “in its dual sense of both expressing or formulating an idea 

and connecting it with others (Freeman, 2012, p. 15; Cochrane & Ward, 2012, p. 6). In the 

process of creating connections through policy networks and mobilizing policies, local 

policy actors may engage with “the global consultocracy” (McCann, 2011, p. 114). A key 

aspect of the mobilities perspective and the central reason it is so useful in this study is that 

“what we understand to be global is itself constituted within the local” (Burawoy, 2001, pp. 

149-150). 

Urban Planning Engaged in Policy transfer 
Since Dolowitz and Marsh’s seminal paper a large body of academic inquiry has developed 

which focuses on the sharing, transferring, adaptation and implementation of policies, 

knowledge and expertise. Transfer of urban or spatial planning knowledge also has a long 

history and as Wang notes, “plans, ideas and innovations to achieve an orderly society have 

been interchanged repeatedly among cultures and countries throughout history” (Wang, 

2010, p. 195; Healey & Upton, 2010, p. 26). In 2010, Patsy Healey began to apply policy 

transfer theory specifically to the transfer of urban policies and programs, therefore opening 

up a new line of academic inquiry and analysis within the field of urban planning.  

Specifically, Healey points out that planning ideas, approaches and policies have a history 

of spreading beyond national borders through relationships between planners or political 

and economic relationships between countries and that understanding these dynamics of 

spread is key to understanding the successful development of planning policy. As Healey 

notes, there is currently an emphasis on sharing knowledge and “many of those involved in 

the planning field are actively involved in promoting the flow of knowledge and techniques 

transnationally” (Healey & Upton, 2010, p. 20). However, Healey emphasizes that planners 

around the world may not be aware of the flow and transfer of ideas other than as a slow 

shift in the mindset within their working context and wider planning culture” which makes 

the analysis of these flows of knowledge particularly challenging (Healey & Upton, 2010). 

New knowledge and policies must have their meanings and contexts revealed through 

investigation by knowledge seekers however this can sometimes lead to new and unique 
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interpretations or a new result due to a different context, therefore  “planning ideas get re-

shaped as they ‘travel’, losing some dimensions and accumulating others” (Healey & 

Upton, 2010, p. 40). Applying a policy transfer perspective is useful because “policy 

transfer analysis can provide a context for integrating common research concerns of 

scholars of domestic, comparative and international politics” (Evans & Davies, 1999, p. 

362). A policy transfer approach allows us to examine a complex and integrated set of 

dynamics which all contribute to the likelihood of successful development of sustainability 

initiatives in the case study. 

Healey and the others who have followed her have contributed substantially to our 

understanding of the flows of policy however analysis of policy development and formation 

tends to be restricted to the context of national frameworks or international partnerships. 

The important and distinct role of local governments and their institutions has been ignored 

or if discussed, treated simply as a smaller subset of government with similar institutional 

structures (Cochrane & Ward, 2012, p. 5). While policy networks often have a significant 

geographical extent and respond to global phenomena, they also result in the construction 

of uniquely local responses and it must not  be forgotten that “ global phenomena, 

globalized policies, are capable of realization only in particular grounded and localized 

ways” (Cochrane & Ward, 2012, p. 6). While there has been a significant increase in 

international exchange between urban planners, the planning literature has not kept up with 

this change (Healey, 2009) (Friedmann, 2010). Planning literature focuses on political and 

economic components to planning, political structure, planning culture and individual 

agency however so far, little has been written about the role of knowledge or policy transfer 

in adapting individual planning cultures or relating to these large-scale structures, choices 

and planning cultures (Khirfan, 2011). There is an urgent need for a critical analysis of 

specific examples of policy transfers which will help to explore the relationship between 

ideas, practices and outcomes within planning (Healey & Upton, 2010). In particular, how 

global phenomena, policies and trends such as sustainable development “find their 

expression and are given their meaning in particular, grounded, localized ways, how they 

are translated through practice, and how that translation in turn feeds back into further 

circulation” (Cochrane & Ward, 2012, p. 7).  

Globalization and Urban Planning Policy Transfer 
Although different forms of policy transfers are established as a common process, observed 

in different governments and city states throughout recorded history, there appears to be a 

recent dramatic increase in the scope and intensity of policy transfer activity. A number of 

policy transfer theorists believe that this increase is largely due to processes of 

globalization and its dramatic effects on the global, political, economic and institutional 

structures (Evans M. , 2009; Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; Friedmann, 2010). Dolowitz and 

Marsh further argue that this increased pace of policy transfer has resulted in an increased 

interest and importance in the process of policy transfer given that “policy transfer is 

increasingly a feature of policy making” ( (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000, p. 2). Urban planners 

Healey and Upton concur stating that “as the scale and depth of global interconnectivity has 

accelerated, so too has the circulation of knowledge and expertise…in this context, ideas, 

concepts, images and techniques can circulate rapidly” (Healey & Upton, 2010, p. 19). 
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They go on to argue, along with Friedmann and Sanyal that that growing global 

interconnectivity at the turn of the 21
st
 century has increased international exchange 

amongst urban planners (Healey & Upton, 2010; Healey, 2009; Sanyal, 2005; Friedmann, 

2010). Legrand argues that the rapid adoption of the internet has drastically changed and 

increased the contact between different types of political agents and that “the  almost 

ubiquitous access to shared information via the Internet has entailed fundamental changes 

in the way governments acquire, analyse and disseminate information” (Legrand, 2012, p. 

524). Khirfan agrees that knowledge is being shared in new ways, particularly for planners, 

and states that  “unprecedented developments in information technology and 

communication provide fluid channels for information flow, helping to expose local 

planners to theory without negating the nuanced soft information of their own planning 

culture” (Khirfan, 2011, p. 528).  

A Greater Importance of the Local  
In addition to the new trends and connections created by globalization, there is a growing 

expectation and pressure placed on all levels of governments in Canada which is 

exacerbated by current economic instability experienced by many governments around the 

world. The consensus from a study by Deloitte of Canadian policymakers finds that “the 

financial meltdown and subsequent stimulus spending have placed financial straitjackets on 

many jurisdictions. Yet, aging populations, global uncertainty and new developments in 

social media contribute to growing demands on our governments to respond swiftly and 

more creatively to complex challenges” (Deloitte, 2011, p. 2). Evans echoes this sentiment 

and gives examples of pressure for governments to generate income, need for more 

effective policy coordination across levels of government, a widening gap between rich and 

poor, changing demographic patterns, greater ethnic diversity which often results in conflict 

and rising expectations of public services (Evans M. , 2009). 

“The government expects more of policy-makers. More new ideas, more 

willingness to question inherited ways of doing things, better use of evidence 

and research in policy-making and better focus on policies that will deliver 

long-term goals” 

 (Evans M. , 2009, p. 237)  

In response to these growing demands and expectations, “public policy has been turning 

more strongly to the planning field for its emphasis on the livability and sustainability of 

places and territories” (Healey & Upton, 2010, p. 54). However policy makers, including 

planners, rarely have the skill and knowledge to address these problems and so they are 

increasingly looking outside of the organization to other governments or organizations for 

solutions (Evans M. , 2009). Indeed, given the recent emphasis on evidence-based, low-risk 

and “cost efficient decision making, engaging in policy transfer is quickly being seen as the 

most rational choice for policy makers” (Evans M. , 2009). The challenge then for planners 

will be responding to these demands and identifying useful policies transfers that will 

“work out how to create greater momentum for improving urban conditions through this 

complex interplay of … forces” (Healey & Upton, 2010, p. 44). 
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Globalization, new norms of communication between planners at all scales of government 

and the marked increase in urban policy transfers potentially marks a new era for urban 

planning. As globalization and connectivity increases and demands on local governments 

grow, policy transfer theory has become an essential tool to help understand how local 

institutions are developing, sharing, and implementing policy such as sustainability 

policies. Moving forward, urban planners will increasingly be engaged in processes of 

policy transfer and attempting to sort through diverse examples of planning policy. Khirfan 

notes that to take advantage of this, urban planners must skillfully “combine global 

initiatives with local initiatives. We must not let one outweigh the other. It is the 

combination of global best practices and initiatives, but meshed with local practices and 

local ideas and traditions” (Khirfan, 2011, p. 538). 

Coercive Vs. Voluntary Transfers 
There are three broad categories of policy transfer: voluntary transfer or lesson-drawing; 

negotiated transfer; and direct coercive transfer and it can be argued that all three types of 

transfer are present in the process of creating sustainable development policies. Much of the 

discussion of policy transfer surrounds voluntary policy transfer which is initiated by policy 

makers choosing to look for a solution to a problem. Typically a sense of dissatisfaction is 

the required catalyst for a policy maker to voluntarily search for new policies to mitigate 

that discontent. Negotiated policy transfer involves a certain degree of coercion and refers 

to a process in which governments are compelled by influential, typically international 

organizations, to introduce policy change in order to secure grants, loans or other forms of 

investment. Negotiated policy transfer or semi-coercive transfer can also occur with the 

emergence of an international consensus around an issue and the pressure for a government 

to keep up with or compete with its neighbours in which “the cumulative effect of action 

elsewhere may translate into a feeling of insecurity about being the odd man out” (Dolowitz 

& Marsh, 1996, p. 349). In many cases the adoption of sustainability goals, particularly at 

the national level of governance, can be construed as negotiated policy transfer as many 

national governments appear to respond to ‘peer pressure’. The mass adoption of the UN’s 

Agenda 21 and later The Future We Hold by state leaders is a prime example of negotiated 

policy transfer arising from peer pressure at the global scale. 

In the most extreme case, coercive transfer involves one government specifically forcing 

another to adopt a specific programme or constitutional, social or political changes against 

its will and often the will of its people. In cases of coercive rather than voluntary transfer, 

the process cannot break off before action; otherwise the process of coercion in essence has 

failed (Evans & Davies, 1999, p. 380). This type of policy transfer was common during 

colonialism and is rare today although an argument can be made that new expectations or 

regulations set at the national level, particularly around Greenhouse Gas Emissions that 

force compliance at the municipal level is a form of coercive policy transfer (Evans M. , 

2006, p. 481). 

The Mechanics of Transfer 
In contrast to coercive transfers, voluntary transfer which is often known as lesson drawing 

is a “rational, action-oriented approach to dealing with public policy problems that emerge” 
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from dissatisfaction with routine operations and current policies (Evans M. , 2006, p. 481; 

Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996). This dissatisfaction coming from either the public or by policy 

makers themselves forces a process of policy revision (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996). 

Typically, policy makers who engage in searching for new knowledge are responding to the 

stimulus of dissatisfaction with the status quo rather than simply being motivated by visible 

success elsewhere. However it is important to note that this theory assumes that standard 

government policies are functioning properly and established routines are satisfactory. It is 

only when routine activities are no longer providing solutions or satisfaction that it is 

necessary to search for alternatives (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 346; Rose, 1991, p. 11). 

Dissatisfaction usually develops from the perception by either the government or the public 

of policy failure. Often this perception of failure has a root cause in changes of political 

values or other external factors such as economics and may have little to do with the day to 

day functioning of a specific policy. Dolowitz and Marsh point out that there is an obvious 

problem with this analysis because it assumes that policy failure is non-contentious and 

easily measurable when in fact these policy failures are typically subjective and often 

politically motivated (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 347). Rose emphasizes that the 

relationship between ambition and achievement is a critical factor in inaction or action. He 

says that as long as a programme’s outcome matches its ambitions then there is satisfaction 

and a status quo is established, however once there is a gap between aspiration and 

achievement dissatisfaction occurs which drives policymakers to find a solution to remove 

that dissatisfaction (Rose, 2004). 

Policymakers are primarily focused on the need to minimize dissatisfaction and they are 

also conservative in their efforts to do so, they prefer the assurance of “doing what has 

worked before, or been effective elsewhere” rather than taking a risk and developing their 

own policies (Rose, 1991, p. 10). Dissatisfaction is a catalyst in a search for useful tools 

and initiating a policy transfer is a pragmatic response as policymakers lack the time or 

resources to maximize an ideal policy. “As policymakers’ awareness of dissatisfaction 

increases, the cost of inaction rises. Dissatisfaction stimulates search with the argument: 

‘You can’t afford not to’” (Rose, 1991, p. 13). Engaging in an explicit strategy in order to 

have a transformative effect is borne out of some actor’s or interests frustrations with 

established ideas, current regulations or design and decision making or lack of interest and 

attention surrounding a specific project (Healey, 2009). The greater the pressure of 

dissatisfaction is, then the higher the pressure to do something, even if that action is likely 

to fail. In addition to being risk-averse, policymakers typically do not have the time or 

resources for a thorough and widespread search for a solution; instead they follow the path 

of least resistance. Typically policymaker’s first search through their own organisation’s 

history to find solutions and only once that search has been exhausted do they begin to 

search on a wider scale (Rose, 1991). However organizations do not always have the skills, 

resources or expertise to solve this new need and therefore “they increasingly look outside 

the organization to other governments or non-governmental organizations for the answers” 

(Evans M. , 2009, p. 237). Policy makers tend to “scan the global horizon for new ideas 

suitable for borrowing ‘off-the-shelf’ without the need for extensive investment of time, as 

McCann notes “reductions in state staffing budgets coupled with intensified competitive 

pressures and shortened deadlines increase the attractiveness of adopting ready-made, 
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quick-fix, off-the-shelf polices from other jurisdictions or from private consultants” 

(McCann, 2011, p. 121; Cochrane & Ward, 2012, p. 6). Policymakers may also implement 

hurried and unsupported programmes simply to take action; however the failures this 

causes can generate new knowledge, particularly if there is a mechanism of feedback and 

corrective programmes. These failures are, as Rose calls them, “the tuition charge that an 

agency must pay in order to learn how to dispel dissatisfaction” (Rose, 1991, p. 15) 

Typically, there is a consensus that policy transfer occurs at 5 levels of political spatial 

scale: transnational, international, national, regional and local. Policy transfer is a far 

reaching phenomenon “shown to occur within horizontal and vertical actor networks 

extending across governance scales below the state, both within and across borders (Benson 

& Jordan, 2011, p. 369) While much of the literature regarding policy transfer focuses on 

analysing interactions between actors in different countries, much more analyses needs to 

be done at a smaller scale as regional and local governments are also important policy 

transfer agents. (Benson & Jordan, 2011). Typical actors involved in policy transfer are 

identified as elected officials, political parties, bureaucrats or civil servants, advocacy 

groups, policy entrepreneurs or experts and supra-national institutions.  In addition, it is 

typically understood that there are 7 possible objects of transfer: policy goals, structure and 

content, policy instruments or techniques, institutions, ideology, ideas, attitudes and 

concepts and finally, negative lessons which are typically referred by the more general term 

policies or at times programmes (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996). The majority of work on 

policy transfer theory has been on how these transfers occur and scholars have identified 

numerous methods of transfer such as lesson-drawing and its subsets copying, emulation, 

synthesization, hybridization and inspiration (Rose 1993) policy bandwagoning (Ikenberry 

1990) harmonisation (Bennett, 1991), convergence, diffusion  and systematically pinching 

ideas (Schneider & Ingram 1988; Evans M. , 2009, p. 238; Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; 

Benson & Jordan, 2011; Dussauge-Laguna, 2012; Legrand, 2012). The details and 

mechanisms of these processes are highly debated and nuanced however they have in 

common a focus on transfer as a voluntary activity.  

Lesson Drawing 
Lesson drawing is the most established and studied form of policy transfer and has been 

rigorously developed by Richard Rose and is therefore a useful example with which to 

detail some of the mechanics of policy transfer. Although some use lesson-drawing and 

policy transfer interchangeably, this is incorrect. Rather, policy transfer is a broader 

concept which includes ideas of policy diffusion and coercion as well as the voluntary 

transfers of lesson-drawing (Stone, 1999, p. 52). Rose defines a lesson as an “action-

oriented conclusion about a programme or programmes in operation elsewhere; the setting 

can be another city, another state, another nation or an organization’s own past” (Rose, 

1991, p. 7). According to Dolowitz and Marsh “lesson drawing” implies that political 

actors or decision makers in one country draw lessons from one or more other countries, 

which they then apply to their own political system” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 344). 

Rose repeatedly emphasizes that lessons can be drawn from history as well as present day 

policy, stating that “a lesson is a bridge across time as well as space. It combines 

knowledge about what is happening in another country today with a specific proposal about 
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actions that a government here might take to improve public policy in the future” (Rose, 

2004, pp. 21-4). An important delimitation is that lesson drawing is an intentional 

information gathering process in which drawing on personal past experiences is not 

considered. This caveat is important as it creates limits and boundaries as to what counts as 

policy transfer given that even true policy innovations will rely on former knowledge to 

some extent (Evans & Davies, 1999, p. 366). 

As discussed, once a problem or dissatisfaction is identified, policy makers typically initiate 

a process of searching for a solution, their organizations own operating procedures and 

history is the first place policymakers look for a solution.  However, failing that, 

policymakers must look further afield. In this new broader search, policymakers have two 

choices; speculating about how a new and unproven programme would work or searching 

for a success story in another government that is proven to work. While on the search for 

new programmes, both specialist knowledge as well as government experience is valued. 

There is typically a certain amount of uncertainty and doubt that a programme or policy can 

be transferred effectively however dissatisfaction pressures policy makers to accept the 

costs of this uncertainty and begin looking for new policy lessons to draw on and apply 

(Rose, 1991). 

Studies of diffusion of public policies concentrate largely on the attributes of those 

countries who adopt a new measure and analyze the determining factors in the pattern of 

diffusion, emphasizing the sequence of diffusion rather than the content. Diffusion studies 

assume a technological determinism that there are common problems and that they need a 

common response (Rose, 1991). In contrast, while lesson drawing does accept that 

government’s face largely common problems, it does not emphasize a common response. 

“If the lesson is positive, a policy that works is transferred, with suitable adaptations. If the 

lesson is negative, observers learn what not to do from watching the mistakes of others” 

(Rose, 1991, p. 4).  

A main feature of lesson-drawing is an emphasis and concern on how transferable a 

programme will be from one place to another (see Figure 2). A programme will be 

evaluated in terms of whether it made a negative or positive impact, however the critical 

question is whether a programme which is deemed a positive success can be transferred 

successfully to a new context. Lesson drawing is not considered innovation because it is 

simply drawing from the experience of another government and is not a novel programme 

(see Figure 2). Rather lesson drawing can be understood as a shortcut using the experience 

of others to create a programme that while new to the group adopting it, is attractive due to 

the successful experience of other elsewhere. However, in the process of the lesson-

drawing, innovations do and can occur. Programmes and policies are evaluated in 

comparison to past performance and in anticipation of their future impacts as well as how 

effective they are in comparison to solutions to similar problems elsewhere (Rose, 1991). 
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Figure 2: Lesson Drawing Methods (Rose, 1991, p. 22) 

Constraints to Transfer 
While successful policy transfers occur regularly there are still many common constraints 

and barriers to transfer which can be broadly grouped as: issues with clear demand, 

understanding the full context of the policy, the implementation of a new policy and 

cognitive barriers to new policies (James & Lodge, 2003, p. 188). Understanding the 

common barriers to transfer are key to understanding why some policies are successfully 

shared between institutions and other are not. Constraints to demand often occur simply 

because policy makers are typically rule bound and risk averse and therefore tend to hold to 

current policies, approaches and operating cultures. While dissatisfaction is the catalyst for 

policy transfer, policy makers are often unwilling to look for new policies unless they are 

forced to “by unexpected shocks such as a huge failure in an existing policy or a global 

economic crisis” (Benson & Jordan, 2011, p. 372). Even with a clearly demonstrated need 

for new policies or knowledge, ‘policy resistance’ is often created by established 

individuals who do not want to change (Bache & Taylor, 2003). As Rose points out “doing 

nothing is always a strategy that policymakers can follow. Inaction is efficient, for it 

requires the minimum investment of effort” (Rose, 1991, p. 10). 

Constraints are also met due to the specific characteristics and programme of a policy, in 

particular their unique character and how they will fit into a wider social policy context. 

“The complexity of a programme affects its transferability; the more complex a policy or 

programme is, the harder it will be to transfer” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 353). 

Uninformed transfer in which the borrowing institution has insufficient information about 

the programme and how it operates in its location of origin may contribute to policy failure 

(James & Lodge, 2003, p. 188). Healey highlights that there are many problems with policy 

transfer because carriers, those who gather and transmit ideas, and adaptors, those who 

adopt these ideas from carriers, are unaware of the implicit assumptions that shape any 

bundle of ideas (Healey & Upton, 2010). Policy transfer is not just a concrete and discrete 

idea moving from place to place, rather it is a “complex process of translation, 

interpretation and adaptation” and lack of understanding regarding the policies, and their 

contexts can create barriers to successful transfer (Healey & Upton, 2010, p. 32). 

Lesson Drawing Methods 

Copying: Adoption more or less intact of a programme already in effect in another 

jurisdiction 

Emulation: Adoption, with adjustment for different circumstances, of a programme 

already in effect in another jurisdiction 

Hybridization: Combine elements of programmes from two different places 

Synthesis: Combine familiar elements from programmes in effect in three or more 

different places 

Inspiration: Programmes elsewhere used as intellectual stimulus for developing a novel 

programme without an analogue elsewhere. 
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The specific context of the importer jurisdiction also creates barriers to imported policies as 

they encounter issues such as a history of resistance to such ideas, path dependency created 

by previous decisions, institutional or structural barriers, lack of political support, and 

ideological and cultural incompatibilities (Benson & Jordan, 2011, p. 372; Dolowitz & 

Marsh, 1996, p. 353). Imported policies must also be feasible to implement within the 

context and limitations of the receiving body in terms of economic, bureaucratic, and 

technological resources (Benson & Jordan, 2011, p. 372). Simply put, “implementation 

costs money and time so economic resources are another source of constraint for policy 

transfer” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 354). In order to be successful, the recipient political 

system must possess the “political bureaucratic and economic resources to implement the 

policy” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 354). 

Finally, cognitive obstacles occur through the entire policy transfer process and include 

biased or subjective definitions of policy dissatisfaction, irrational or impulsive searches for 

ideas, the receptiveness of actors and the perceived burden and challenge of initiating 

another search if the initial results are not well received. In addition, policy transfer 

literature assumes that “actors involved in transfer are rational and calculating” and the 

process is initiated by dissatisfaction, however dissatisfaction is not the sole cause of 

transfer. “Policy making is not inevitably, or perhaps even usually, a rational process. 

Rather, it is often a messy process in which different policy, solution, and problem streams 

need to combine at the appropriate moment for a policy to develop” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 

1996, pp. 356-357). 

Critique 
While policy transfer has become an established and accepted area of study there are also a 

number of valid critiques associated with it. Perhaps the most long standing criticism of 

policy transfer studies is against its poorly defined limitations and lack of rigorous 

definitions. Some argue that the theory is not useful because “almost any form of 

knowledge transfer, be it negative or positive could now be considered a form of policy 

transfer” (Benson & Jordan, 2011, p. 371). This multi-disciplinary character is often viewed 

as strength however, a negative consequence of the diffuse nature of this field of study is 

that there is no unified theoretical or methodological discourse from which lessons can be 

drawn and hypotheses developed. While there is lots of research activity and analysis of 

policy transfer in different disciplines, these different disciplines are not learning from each 

other (Evans & Davies, 1999). Following this reasoning, policy transfer can no longer be 

seen as distinct and there is no specific area for study or analysis (James & Lodge, 2003, p. 

181). Another criticism argues that the boundaries of study are too narrow and the 

discipline is weakened by not including literature that discusses similar ideas but does not 

use the term policy transfer directly. Dussauge-Laguna argues stridently for the 

incorporation of works and discussions from other disciplines and feels that the lack of 

discussion of such works is a significant loss to policy transfer scholars (Dussauge-Laguna, 

2012, p. 318). Stone also argues that the parameters of policy transfer study are too narrow, 

in particular in terms of which actors are identified, and argues for the recognition and 

inclusion of non-state actors as agents of transfer. Most policy transfer literature assumes 

that transfer involves state actors and officials which neglects the “diffusion of ideas, 
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ideals, expertise, programmes and personnel from NGOs and social movements” (Stone, 

1999, p. 55). As Stone argues, this neglected sector of actors has a major influence on the 

development and implementation of public policy and should be explored more thoroughly 

(Stone, 1999).  

Policy transfer studies can also be criticized for not truly considering the subjective or 

human aspect of the process and gives little attention to the manner in which dissatisfaction 

which stimulates a policy transfer arises and is social constructed. Dolowitz and Marsh 

criticize the existing literature for being too positivist in their seminal 1996 article however 

in a major review of policy transfer fifteen years later, Benson and Jordan feel that this 

issue has still not been addressed and remains an under researched area which needs further 

attention (Benson & Jordan, 2011). In trying to uncover the subjective aspects of policy 

transfers, researchers are “hindered by the opacity of policy processes, or what is 

sometimes referred to as the ‘black box’ of policymaking, a product of the natural reticence 

of officials to declare the source of their inspiration, negative or positive” (Legrand, 2012, 

p. 524). Certainly, despite all the research done, it is still difficult to make a definitive 

statement regarding the nature of a transfer and the subjective elements which affect it 

(Benson & Jordan, 2011, p. 371; Stone, 1999, p. 53). This lack of opacity means that very 

little attention has been paid to the social and ‘ideological’ influences on the policy-making 

process, “the politics of policy knowledge production, or to the more indeterminate zones 

of policy implementations in practice” (Peck, 2012, p. 23).  

Does policy transfer mean rational policy?  
In recent years, policy transfer literature has begun to question whether or not policy 

transfers create a more comprehensive and rational approach to discovering new policies. 

Although it was rarely explicitly stated, in much of the literature regarding policy transfer 

there is an assumption that engaging in the process of policy transfer will result in the 

identification of the best and most successful policies to import. It is not unreasonable to 

believe that the better informed actors are of existing policies and their alternatives, the 

better the outcome of selected policy. However, critics tend to argue that due to a lack of 

time and resources, actors participating in a search for new policies tend to settle on the 

first policies that seem to suit rather than doing an exhaustive search. “Ideally, decision-

makers would look to policy lessons elsewhere once sufficient evidence had accumulated in 

order to make valid comparisons. However, such an evaluation cannot be assumed” (Stone, 

1999, p. 54). Policy transfer can easily be made based on inappropriate or hasty decisions 

based on lack of resources, time or pressure to respond to dissatisfaction as quickly as 

possible. In fact, it is argued that learning from other experts tends to be “random and 

unfocused with no means of assessing the validity of the information they received and 

mainly based on people or sources they trusted” (Dussauge-Laguna, 2012, p. 319). 

Given that policy reproduction is “highly contingent and always imperfect” an approach 

which applies bounded rationality is more appropriate than a non-critical adherence to 

transfer as purely rational (Freeman, 2012, p. 15; Peck, 2012). Bounded rationality is 

attributed to insights by Herbert Simon who coined the term ‘satisfice’, a portmanteau of 

satisfy and suffice, and famously said “human beings satisfice because they have not the 
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wits to maximise” (Simon, 1955, p. xxiv). Simon argues that the limiting factors for 

rationality are an incomplete knowledge of options and consequences as well as 

organizational structures which affect how choices are made (Simon, 1955, pp. 61, 109). 

Dolowitz and Marsh’s continuum relates perfect rationality with voluntary transfer and 

lesson drawing and equates bounded rationality with coercive transfers which is a 

significant misuse of perfect and bounded rationality. The overall lack of subjective 

perspective and the stubborn belief that policy transfer occurs through rational actors and 

creates rational policy creates a warped and unrealistic picture of how policy transfer is 

occurring. 

Policy transfer theory, despite its critiques, remains a useful tool with which to understand 

the development of sustainability policies at the local level. When policy transfer theories 

are applied through the lens of policy mobilities which emphasize social and at times 

irrational context within which polices are created and adopted, a clearer picture of policy 

development is formed. As a result of this focus on spatial scales and contexts, policy 

mobility research results in a much finer grained qualitative studies of how policies move 

and are shaped by their contexts than traditional policy transfer theory. 

CASE STUDY FINDINGS 
For this thesis I attempted to create a ‘deep’ case study analysis which accurately represents 

a large range of interconnected dynamics that are shaping the case study region. In order to 

adequately report my findings I must first provide context to the reader and therefore this 

empirical section begins with a description of the urban planning system within Canada and 

the unique structure of Regional Districts within British Columbia. I then discuss my 

findings regarding the role of sustainability policies in the area, in particular finding that 

there is a disconnected demand for sustainability initiatives. Key issues facing the 

municipalities are discussed and I argue that this creates a perfect scenario for policy 

transfer between municipalities in the region. A successful example of policy transfer, that 

of the CRD led Climate Action program, is described. Despite this success story, a number 

of barriers exist to policy transfer in the region. These barriers and the governance structure 

which contribute to them are then described and analyzed.  

Urban Planning within Canada 
Within Canada, planning is regulated by laws created and enforced by federal, provincial 

and municipal governments with federal laws protecting the environment and the provinces 

given the authority to regulate planning and set land-use policies and regulations which 

guide municipalities. At the municipal level, the main legislative tool used by planners is 

zoning and land use bylaws which are set according to municipal, regional and provincial 

policy. Zoning legislation enables planners to set density, building locations on lots, height 

and size restrictions and basic uses permitted in different area. Planners review plans 

according to these requirements and prevent building which does not conform to plans, 

zoning or the applicable guidelines (Grant J. L., 2009, p. 14). Municipalities within British 

Columbia are also all required to develop Official Community Plans which are renewed 

every 5 years and are created with explicit community participation. These Official 
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Community Plans guide all aspects of community development including land use, 

sustainability initiatives, transportation strategies, affordable housing plans, climate action 

and economic growth strategies. While many municipalities and their constituents treat the 

Official Community plan as enforceable policy, in truth it is only a guideline to shape 

development and is not legally enforceable, only the zoning bylaw for land use is truly 

enforceable.  

Unique case of the Capital Regional District 
Canada’s network of municipalities serve to “address the service needs of urban 

communities and provide democratic forums for local-decision making” (Union of British 

Columbia Municipalities, 2005, p. 1). However the province of British Columbia also 

created an additional level of local government, that of regional districts, and is the only 

province in Canada to use such a system. Regional districts are local government 

authorities created to meet local government needs that neither existing municipalities nor 

the province are well-suited to address (Union of British Columbia Municipalities, 2005, p. 

1). 

British Columbia saw a rapid increase in resource extraction in the 1960s and as a result 

British Columbia’s population and economy expanded quickly. Rural areas in particular 

grew swiftly yet did not have the population density required to support incorporation as 

municipalities. The absence of a basic local government in these areas created significant 

problems such as citizen access to critical services like fresh water and fire protection. In 

addition, those residents who did not live in incorporated municipalities did not have to pay 

any municipal tax while still using municipal services such as the local hospital which 

caused significant discontent and animosity from the residents that did. The disparate 

nature of these communities was such that they were also unable to gain economies of scale 

in service provision and “there was no overall enabling statue to facilitate municipalities 

and rural areas joining together to achieve the benefits of regional service delivery (British 

Columbia Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p. 4). In response to this emerging issue, 

the Provincial government took steps in 1965 to create 29 unique regional districts in the 

province which would allow for a regional level of governance, tax base and provision of 

basic services to all citizens. The services these regional districts provide are threefold, 

providing a government for “unincorporated areas, a forum for inter-municipal 

cooperation” and a number of services such as managing parks, recycling and solid waste 

management, sewer systems, emergency services and regional-scale planning (British 

Columbia Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p. 13). Some regional districts including 

the CRD also interpret their mandate as to create partnerships between municipalities and 

to manage regional growth and planning. A key goal of the regional districts is to create an 

opportunity for a number of local governments to band together so that they “can benefit 

from economies of scale and eliminate duplication of effort on a region-wide perspective” 

(Capital Regional District).  

Disconnected Demand for Sustainability 
My empirical analysis began with an attempt to achieve a better understanding of the role 

of sustainability policies within the unique regional structure of the CRD. My initial 
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interviews focused on understanding what sustainability meant to individual interviewees 

and if they were actually taking action to promote sustainability within their municipalities. 

My interviews yielded responses which quickly highlighted municipal planner’s interest 

and desire for initiatives which promote sustainability as well as frustration with the term 

and concept.  

While all interviewees indicated a familiarity with the Brundtland Commission definition 

of sustainability, in most cases interviewees had difficulty translating that general definition 

into a set of clear actions to undertake within their municipality. A comment made by every 

single interviewee reflects findings from Vallance et al. and Swyngedouw that 

sustainability as a term was so broad that it is reduced to a buzzword which had little 

concrete meaning and often just functioned as a catchphrase. Several senior planners 

indicated a certain amount of fatigue with the concept of sustainability as they felt that 

sustainability had been a ‘hot topic’ for over 20 years now with little tangible action or 

change to show for it. As one planner commented, “it’s like the weather. Everyone’s 

talking about it but talk never makes a difference!” (Respondent A, 2013). Another 

interviewee voiced a similar sentiment saying “sustainability is such a general term. It’s a 

real challenge because it puts people off just like a lot of catchphrases” (Respondent B, 

2013). The fact that sustainability can be interpreted so many different ways clearly creates 

a concept that is difficult to implement measure or evaluate. Those interviewed noticeably 

echoed recent theoretical criticisms of sustainability discussed earlier in the theory section, 

complaining that “sustainability…has kind of become a misnomer and an empty promise. 

It’s a word that defines almost a vague sense of development where there isn’t anything 

concrete so unless there are indicators for sustainability, it’s hard to determine if a project is 

actually reaching sustainability goals” (Respondent C, 2012). While all respondents 

mentioned the Brundtland Commission definition of sustainable development, only half of 

the interviewees referred to sustainability as consisting of three interconnected spheres of 

environmental, social and economic issues while the remainder discussed sustainability 

solely from an environmental and often climate change perspective. All interviewees 

focused their responses on climate change and environmental initiatives and I argue that the 

enthusiasm for this aspect of sustainability is in part because these projects represent 

tangible and achievable goals with physical and measurable results (Vallance et al., 2012).  

Several recent Canadian opinion surveys reveal a similar finding in which a high majority 

of participants responded positively to the concept of sustainability however very few of 

those participants were able to generate a clear definition of sustainability. In 2006, 

McAllister Opinion Research conducted a survey of Canadians and found that a majority 

were familiar with sustainability and considered it to be a major national priority (Pembina 

Institute, 2010). This result is repeated in a 2009 survey of 5300 Canadians by Hogan Inc. 

which found that 93% of respondents placed a priority on sustainability (Hogan & 

Associates Inc., 2009). However, while there is a great deal of interest and support for 

sustainability there are clear and complimentary results from these two surveys that show 

that  very few Canadians have a clear expectation for what sustainability initiatives should 

look like or even how to define sustainability (Hogan & Associates Inc., 2009; Pembina 

Institute, 2010). One reason there appears to be so much inertia on sustainability planning is 
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because, as discussed in the theory section and reiterated during interviews, sustainability is 

difficult to define. In part because of this issue in definition there is a noticeable lack of 

consensus on how to act on and implement sustainability and as a result, the development 

and implementation of sustainability initiatives is irregular with little consistency in 

programming between municipalities which results in a fragmented regional approach.  

Interviewees shared common ground in their general definitions of sustainability and were 

united in their frustrations at its vague terminology and clear lack of actions. However, 

there was considerably more variation in whether or not planners felt explicit pressure to 

provide or develop sustainability policies. While all municipalities have created individual 

Climate Action Plans to mitigate Greenhouse Gas Emissions in response to provincial 

government pressure, other sustainability initiatives, particularly social or economic 

sustainability initiatives,  are less unified or coordinated with each municipality pursuing 

sustainability according to its own unique definitions and what works best for their 

community. Sustainability initiatives range from comprehensive strategies to reduce 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions, to trying to improve cycling infrastructure to allowing 

beekeeping and backyard hens to improve local food security. While some municipalities 

have designated sustainability coordinators or strategic plans based on sustainability 

principles, others have no dedicated sustainability staff and sustainability goals are added to 

their strategic plans and Official Community Plans clearly as an afterthought. In this, there 

was a notable divide between the rural municipalities in the region and the urban 

municipalities with the urban citing clear pressure and demand from residents and 

politicians alike “who are requiring it, they are expecting it” (Respondent B, 2013). The 

urban municipalities also cited clear pressures from different citizen advocacy groups and 

felt a distinct need to respond to sustainability issues and to harness the competitive 

economic advantages that sustainability could create to gain a competitive advantage for 

their municipality and for the region as a whole. However in the more rural municipalities, 

“there is a lot of interest, [in sustainability] but not necessarily demand” with sustainability 

initiatives undertaken because of the planner’s own interest rather than citizen expectation 

(Respondent D, 2013). In these rural municipalities, a general resident interest in 

sustainability has not yet reached levels of pressure which transform that interest into clear 

demand that catalyzes action from municipal staff.  The vague concept of sustainability 

may contribute to a lack of clear demand or an explicit citizen response to different policies 

developed by local government. That being said, demand for sustainability is also created 

not just from citizen expectations but from regulatory pressures from different levels of 

government. In particular pressure for action on Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas 

emission reductions has trickled down from the Federal Government and the Province of 

British Columbia has adopted aggressive Greenhouse Gas Emissions reduction goals 

(Respondent G, Second Interview, 2013). The most tangible progress in BC towards 

sustainable goals and the development of comprehensive sustainability policies has 

therefore centered on these Climate Change programs, largely due to clear expectations and 

targets set and enforced by the Provincial government. These Climate Change programs 

create both measurable goals and targets but also the necessary pressure to drive 

policymakers to develop new approaches due to the semi-coercive nature of these 

regulations. 
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In the interviews for this thesis, sustainability was often referred to as a worthy goal to 

strive for yet that positive attitude was often coupled with an underlying sense of isolation 

in approaching the task of sustainability. As one interviewee notes “I think sustainability is 

wonderful and its important and we need to consider the future for our children and our 

children’s children but in the work that I do as a planner, that is still all so big picture and 

I’m kind of in my own bubble and it’s really hard to be conscious of all these sustainability 

issues” (Respondent C, 2012). The very real difficulty in transforming the vague and often 

conflicting definitions of sustainability has resulted in a confusion with how to proceed 

with sustainability initiatives, how to choose the correct programs to implement and a 

general disillusionment with the ‘promise’ of sustainability. Many interviewees implied 

that the sustainability projects they were pursuing were token projects intended in part to 

serve as good public relations tools but appeared to be skeptical that these projects would 

make any sort of measurable difference or progress towards the ambiguous and amorphous 

goal of sustainability.    

Ultimately, there is a general interest in sustainability and in certain municipalities even a 

strong demand, however the overall demand in the region for sustainability has not yet 

reached levels significant enough to catalyze a widespread dissatisfaction with the status 

quo. According to the policy transfer theory a strong sense of dissatisfaction is the first 

prerequisite in stimulating a search for new sustainability policies and therefore policy 

transfer with which to ease this dissatisfaction. It is notable that in the case of climate 

change, a clear dissatisfaction occurred due to new regulations and expectations from the 

Province and the Federal Government regarding Greenhouse Gas Emissions. These 

regulations created an urgent dissatisfaction and need to find and develop environmental 

sustainability initiatives and led to many clear examples of knowledge sharing and policy 

transfer as well as the development of tangible and proactive sustainability policies.  

Perfect Scenario for Policy Transfer 
Currently, the municipalities’ position is increasingly constrained with growing stress and 

pressure on all levels of governance within Canada and new patterns of need. Evans cites 

pressure to generate income, need for more effective policy coordination across levels of 

government, a widening gap between rich and poor, changing demographic patterns, 

greater ethnic diversity and therefore often conflict and rising expectations of public 

services due to the pervasiveness of quality management (Evans M. , 2009, p. 237). While 

this trend has been ongoing since the mid-1980s, it has been accelerated and emphasized by 

the 2008 economic downturn. Canadian municipalities do not have a broad economic base 

to generate income and rely largely on commercial and residential property tax on land 

within their municipalities as well as the fees that they charge to process applications and 

permits (Wolfe, 2003). Income tax goes directly to the federal government. As a result of 

limited resources and the lack of political autonomy or legal power “a crisis of sorts has 

emerged, with municipalities responsible for providing an increasing number of services, 

while remaining politically and economically constrained” (Evans L. , 2007, p. 1). 

It is within this context of limitation and challenge that Canadian planners are attempting to 

implement sustainable development policies. A number of planners in the smaller 
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municipalities commented that they would very much like to engage in sustainability 

programs however they never had the time or the resources to spare. As one planner put it 

“the stuff that gets left behind is the bigger picture” (Respondent D, 2013). Another planner 

made a similar comment saying “we have a very small staff and very limited time so you 

have to really be strategic when you’re thinking about what sorts of things we are going to 

try to partner on” (Respondent E, 2013). Another planner was slightly more pointed 

commenting that “we don’t approach it [developing sustainability policies] with sincerity. 

Not to sound too negative about it but I wish I had more time to focus on it” (Respondent 

C, 2012). 

The struggle municipalities’ face in providing sustainable solutions would appear to fulfill 

all prerequisites for policy transfer and policy mobilities theory which appear in the 

literature. Overall, municipalities are facing a growing perception of dissatisfaction from 

politicians, residents and upper level governments alike on the actions they are taking to 

promote sustainable development. As discussed earlier, until recently this dissatisfaction 

has not been large enough or unified enough to catalyze widespread policy development 

however pressure appears to be growing, particularly in urban areas and competitive rivalry 

between municipalities are playing a role in stimulating policy development as they seek to 

outdo one another in increasingly ambitious sustainability initiatives. There is now 

increasing pressure for municipalities to act quickly and to engage in new sustainability 

initiatives, particularly around climate change, however as discussed municipalities are 

severely limited by their shrinking budgets, hiring freezes and lack of resources. When 

asked what would enable them to engage in more sustainability initiatives, all respondents 

emphasized the critical and immediate need for more resources of time, money, staff hours 

and expertise. A comprehensive survey on Canadian municipalities’ response to Climate 

Change initiatives also echoed this response and found that significant capacity barriers in 

responding to climate change were overwhelmingly cited by the municipalities; and 

specifically pointed to in the form of funding, allocation of staff time and lack of staff 

training (Robinson & Gore, 2005). A respondent in this survey neatly summed up the issue 

stating that at present, sustainability is “one more add-on to an already full job description. 

The costs in terms of time, manpower and money to meaningfully address the issues 

associated with greenhouse gas reductions and climate change are a real concern to us” 

(Robinson & Gore, 2005, p. 113). 

As sustainability initiatives are a relatively new field in municipal policies, there are also 

very few examples of sustainability policies or programmes within their own organizational 

history to draw upon and therefore it would be expected that municipalities would turn to 

drawing lessons and knowledge from other sources in order to quickly procure policies that 

will assuage dissatisfaction. There is a clear opportunity for municipalities to engage in 

learning and policy transfer from each other as they are all facing similar issues with 

regards to sustainability.  While the staff within each municipality may feel that their 

contexts and backgrounds are distinct and disparate from each other, in truth there are many 

similarities and common challenges shared between all 13 of the CRD member 

municipalities.  Potential exits for these municipalities to unite together to try to create a 

united and cohesive approach to developing sustainability initiatives which would take 
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advantage of their shared knowledge and expertise.  The similar contexts and histories of 

these municipalities would largely remove issues of different contexts interfering with 

successful policy transfer and instead ease the process of municipalities drawing lessons 

from each other.  A joint sustainability partnership would also allow municipalities to pool 

their limited resources and take advantage of economies of scale afforded by the Regional 

District structure. This form of lesson drawing and knowledge sharing appears to be 

supported and even expected with the Canadian Federal Government noting “around the 

world, many countries have taken steps to promote sustainable development, and there is 

much to learn from what has worked elsewhere, and what has not“ (Sustainable 

Development Office, 2010, p. 2). In another show of support for knowledge exchange the 

Municipal Green Fund was created by the federal government which offers grants to for 

municipal environmental sustainability projects and has explicit commitments to sharing 

new lessons and expertise created through online resources, an online database, annual 

sustainability conference and sustainable community awards (Federation of Canadian 

Muncipalities, 2012). As part of this mandate of sharing knowledge, the FCM has produced 

over 800 GMF publications since 2000 (Federation of Canadian Muncipalities, 2012). With 

few resources and pressing problems there is a clear opportunity for municipalities to come 

together, share their resources and address these problems as a united local government. 

One respondent stated very clearly that “I just think that as a region we’re going to fail if 

we don’t do it together. It is too much work for us to do on our own” (Respondent F, 2013). 

Policy Transfer Success Stories 
As discussed in the policy transfer theory section, a transfer is most successful if the 

context with which the policy is implemented is carefully considered.  Drawing policies 

from neighbouring municipalities within the region is likely to garner a higher rate of 

success because much of the institutional, demographic and political contexts between 

exporter and importer jurisdictions remains the same or very similar. One would expect to 

see a great deal of policy transfer and even formal collaboration among municipalities 

within the region in order to take advantage of economies of scale and common resources 

and all respondents reported that they were engaged in some form of learning and sharing 

information from each other. When asked about examples of collaboration or knowledge 

sharing, most interviewees quickly pointed to the provincially mandated and CRD-led 

Climate Action program as a prime example of policy sharing and collaboration.  While it 

is still too early to speak to the practical success of this program in reducing Greenhouse 

Gas Emissions, this program is clearly viewed as a success by almost all municipalities in 

terms of facilitating sharing and lesson drawing between municipalities.  It has a clearly 

succeeded at its mandate of facilitating relationships, collaborations and partnerships 

between municipalities.  

The catalyst for this program was the introduction of a series of regulations, laws and 

targets by the Province of British Columbia to mitigate Climate Change. In 2008, Green 

Communities legislation (Bill 27) was introduced in British Columbia which sets targets, 

policies and actions to reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions and a parallel law, the 

Greenhouse Gas Reduction Target Act committed the Province to reducing Greenhouse 

Gas Emissions by 33% below 2007 levels by 2020 and by 80% in 2050 (Smart Planning for 
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Communities, Province of BC, 2013; Province of British Columbia, 2008). The Province 

also drafted a Climate Action Charter which makes Greenhouse Gas reductions mandatory 

by law; implements a carbon tax on fossil fuels, greens government services, improves 

transportation and transit to reduce emissions and sets high green building standards. 

(Province of British Columbia, 2008). Of the 188 municipalities in BC, 178 signed the 

Climate Action Charter and committed to becoming carbon neutral by 2012 as well as to 

measure and report their community’s Greenhouse Gas Emissions (Province of British 

Columbia, 2008).  

In response to these new pressures, the CRD created a regional Climate Action program to 

facilitate the actualization of these goals and requirements among member municipalities. 

This Climate Action program has overseen the successful implementation of a range of 

municipal emissions reductions programs, such as greening their municipal fleets, installing 

Electric Vehicle charging stations and hiring staff to focus on finding sustainable solutions 

to climate change. An administrator of the program comments that “there are very unique 

differences between each of these communities but there are also a lot of commonalities. 

We see collaboration; we try to find roles to try to help” (Respondent G, Second Interview, 

2013). It is clear that the pressure from the Provincial government and the negotiated-

transfer of climate change targets and policies has served as a catalyst for policy change 

and development for the municipalities. The perceived success of this program clearly 

demonstrates the importance of perceptions of dissatisfaction and pressure to stimulate 

policy development and transfer. 

However, at the hands of the CRD, the Climate Action program has become much more 

than just a coercive downwards policy transfer. Rather the Climate Action Plan has become 

a model of collaboration and knowledge sharing “from my perspective in the climate 

program we see nothing but phenomenal collaboration, resource sharing, friendly 

competition amongst municipalities and it is all very positive (Respondent G, Second 

Interview, 2013). The success of the project appears to be in large part due to the energy 

one individual who is skilled in facilitating collaboration and partnership between 

municipalities. All but one interviewee volunteered glowing remarks about this individual 

and emphasized the crucial role she is playing in the region. “She’s doing all this amazing 

stuff for very little money and she is helping all the municipalities achieve all this stuff. So 

she is playing a pretty big role in helping everyone see how Climate Action touches on 

absolutely everything. She’s fabulous” (Respondent H, 2013). Another respondent enthuses 

that “she has rocked my world…the stuff she knows just blows my mind” (Respondent I, 

2012). While the pressures to respond to the Provincial Climate Action Plan have 

stimulated the search for suitable policies and the initiation of transfers, this individual 

appears to be a key element in ensuring that policies are transferred and shared 

successfully. A notable trend in interviewee responses regarding the Climate Action 

program was how much support interviewees felt on a such a large and potentially 

overwhelming issue such as Climate Change due to this individual and her team. While the 

developing policies to mitigate Climate Change is necessarily daunting, municipal planners 

spoke about this aspect of their sustainability planning with confidence perhaps due in part 
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to the consistent support they received from the CRD program but also because of the clear 

goals, definitions and measurables inherent in the project.  

Clearly defined projects and services in the region also see municipal collaboration which 

is often clearly stated and agreed to on paper and almost all collaboration mentioned in the 

interviews was facilitated in some manner by the CRD or by connections made at CRD 

initiated meetings. For example, with CRD guidance, lead staff members such as Chief 

Administrative Officers from all of the region’s municipalities came together and signed a 

‘Good Neighbour Protocol’ in order to enhance collaboration and economies of scale in the 

region by “promoting good neighbour practices will further harmonious growth and 

management in the region” (Capital Reginal Local Government Staff, 2013). This protocol 

formalizes existing forms of collaboration, some of which are noted to have occurred for 

over 20 years and creates a framework for new partnerships. The majority of shared 

projects are physical projects such as coordinated fire and police service or shared water 

supply however some collaborations are clearly knowledge sharing projects in areas such as 

finance, human resources and Climate Change (Tuck, et al., 2013). However for the most 

part, knowledge sharing identified by interviewees was of an informal nature arising in 

quick conversations after meetings, the occasional phone call requesting information or 

once in a while an organized meeting on a specific topic.  

“Everyone’s willing. Rarely do I hear ‘I worked on this and it cost us 

lots of money and we paid for a consultant and we are not sharing with 

you.’ Nope, it’s all pretty open”              (Respondent D, 2013) 

There is also a clear pattern of proximity encouraging collaboration, with the municipalities 

who share borders demonstrating that they are more likely to engage in partnerships with 

one another. As one planner notes “I think regionally, different municipalities join together 

because of proximity and then they try to work together” (Respondent E, 2013). Several 

interviewees also felt that municipalities played a role in challenging each other, and that 

sharing that knowledge contributed to a healthy competitive environment in which “other 

municipalities raise the bar and everyone starts to pay attention to it” (Respondent B, 2013). 
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In the policy transfer activities that did 

occur in the region, a hierarchy of 

sharing also emerged. The rural 

municipalities tended to use research and 

programs developed by the larger urban 

municipalities in the region while those 

urban municipalities tended to import 

and share knowledge from Washington 

State and Oregon State and in particular 

Portland, Oregon in the USA. This area, 

known as the Cascadia bioregion (see 

Figure 3), includes all of Vancouver 

Island and much of the West Coast of 

British Columbia and there is a clear and 

reported pattern of sustainability 

knowledge and policies being shared 

across jurisdictions and national borders 

in the region. This sharing and policy 

transfer is specifically encouraged 

through the Cascadia chapter of the 

Urban Sustainability Director’s Network, a private online forum that is intended to promote 

the exchange of information and collaboration so that “members are able to more quickly 

develop and share solutions that improve the natural and built environment, infrastructure, 

economy, health, and resilience of local communities” (Urban Sustainability Directors 

Network, 2013). Policies and lessons are likely drawn from case studies around the world, 

however it appears that the Cascadia Region functions as a filter for much of these lessons 

and therefore is often treated as an aggregator for sustainability policy sharing.  

Respondents did not mention engaging in policy search further afield than the Cascadia 

region, likely because of the time and effort that would involve as well as because due to 

similar contexts, policies developed in the Cascadia region are easier to implement in other, 

similar areas of the region.  

While interviewees did describe some examples of successful collaborations or knowledge 

sharing, they always emphasized that they wished there was more assistance and sharing 

occurring between them. Many acknowledged that they would really benefit from more 

knowledge sharing and collaboration and that there was a lot of potential for applying 

economies of scale to these regional issues.  

Barriers to Policy Transfer 
While some clear examples of policy transfer and collaboration are demonstrated in the 

case study, particularly around climate change policies and projects, there is an overall a 

sense that the municipalities could be working together better to deliver higher calibre 

programs more effectively. While absolutely every municipality had at least one example 

of policy transfer they had engaged in, they all also had a desire for more transfer and 

sharing. This sentiment is echoed in every municipality across Canada as shown by a 

Figure 3: The Cascadia region (green) facilitates trans-

national policy sharing 
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Deloitte study consisting of a series of interviews with over 100 different Canadian public 

sector leaders which found that “there is an irresistible opportunity for an inter-

jurisdictional network that supports the exchange of best practices, processes and 

innovations for public service organization. Governments at all levels and regions need to 

actively consider more collaborative strategies” (Deloitte, 2011, p. 6). The study also found 

that Canadian policy leaders tend to feel that they are dealing with new and unique issues 

when in reality they are all trying to overcome similar challenges. “These leaders are 

operating largely in isolation from each other” and as result the advantages of sharing 

resources and innovations is not being accessed (Deloitte, 2011, p. 6). The Deloitte study 

mirrors the dynamic I found in the case study in that sector workers interviewed felt that 

there was a clear need for enhanced sharing of knowledge and that apart from the climate 

change initiatives already discussed, there were very few concrete examples of 

collaboration or knowledge sharing within the region (Deloitte, 2011). Rather, “innovation 

is being pursued without substantive collaboration or sharing of information across 

government bodies” (Deloitte, 2011, p. 1). 

A Competitive and Fragmented Region 
A very clear barrier to policy transfer is the small nature of many of the member 

municipalities and a lack of strong regional leadership which has created a climate of 

rivalry and competition between municipalities. Indeed several respondents and official 

reports point to the lack of political coordination as being the biggest obstacle facing 

municipalities as they try to move forward in developing sustainability policies (Tuck, et 

al., 2013, p. 31). While initially, most interviewees responded positively about the 

opportunities to share knowledge between each other, when pressed many eventually 

expressed animosity or a sense of competition with their neighbouring municipalities. I 

noticed that respondents appeared to be conflicted in their responses as they both made very 

positive comments about opportunities for collaboration but were also sharply critical of the 

overall dynamic between the municipalities. This is perhaps the result of an interview effect 

in which the respondents did not want to voice anything too negative. Overall, respondents 

seemed to prefer to critique the governance structure in the area rather than any specific 

municipality, event or project. Many respondents noted that having 13 diverse 

municipalities in such a small area has led to a fractured region with a great deal of 

infighting and competition behind the scenes. A report on the ‘Green Economy’, sponsored 

by a number key stakeholders in the region echoed this sentiment stating that in interviews 

individual local governments in the region were often referred to as ‘fiefdoms’ (Tuck, et al., 

2013, p. 31). Several of the comments made in my own interviews also referred to 

“fiefdoms” or “tiny kingdoms” as individuals attempted to describe the dynamic of 

“nonsense local politics” which appears to be one of rival territories and competition rather 

than collaboration and resource sharing (Respondent J, 2013; Tuck, et al., 2013, p. 31).  

One planner described the current dynamic between the municipalities saying “every 

community wants to protect what they have, and fair enough, that is what they do. 

Everyone is afraid. It’s hard to get them all to agree on anything” (Respondent D, 2013). 

Another planner pointedly said “I think regionally we have a broken structure in terms of 

municipalities inherently competing with each other” (Respondent H, 2013). Many 

planners expressed frustration with the fragmented nature of the region  and the current 
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dynamic with one respondent stating that “I am personally and I think many people in the 

city are totally fed up with this nonsense of 13 municipalities and everyone fighting each 

other” (Respondent J, 2013). Several interviewees went on to blame the governance 

structure for this division saying that the large number of member municipalities in the 

region was unworkable while others blamed weak leadership from the Capital Regional 

District which was not succeeding in keeping the municipalities in line. Many also pointed 

to the system of funding for municipalities as having the unintended result of setting up 

municipalities to compete with each other for finite operating funds in the form of property 

tax and grants. While municipalities may want to collaborate when it suits them, the reality 

is that they get the majority of their funds from property tax which means that they all 

desperately want population growth to occur in their municipality, not a neighbouring 

municipality. As one planner states “the nature of how municipalities get their funds is 

controversial because it creates a culture of competition” (Respondent G, Second Interview, 

2013). Another planner commented that “the real challenge is, we are not set up to 

collaborate, we all compete for the same grants, for the person to buy the house we are 

offering, for the business that will come and bring economic growth” (Respondent G, 

Second Interview, 2013). Respondents also indicated that the competition between 

municipalities was ultimately short sighted and missed out on opportunities that would 

benefit the entire region. One respondent stated that they needed to “work together, to 

understand the roles and responsibilities that come from strategic collaboration. There are 

economies of scale we could work with” (Respondent G, Second Interview, 2013). Another 

planner emphasized the absolute need to collaborate saying “I’m looking for any and all 

opportunities; to me it is a huge point of emphasis because we are so small that if we’re 

squabbling amongst ourselves, forget it. To be competitive we need to be thinking much 

bigger (Respondent J, 2013). 

Comfortable Levels of Dissatisfaction 
Although there is pressure for policymakers to produce sustainability initiatives, the current 

levels of dissatisfaction appear to be too weak to truly stimulate major policy transfer. As 

the region’s experience with the Climate Action program indicates, if there is enough 

pressure and dissatisfaction, policy transfer will occur but while the general attitude 

towards policy transfer and knowledge sharing was positive and interested, sustainability 

simply hasn’t become a high enough priority to warrant directed action. Perhaps this is due 

to the ambiguous nature of the definition of sustainability as everyone wants it, but no one 

quite knows what it is and therefore cannot actively pursue it. Even when there is a strong 

desire for sustainability policies and a clear staff interest in developing those policies, 

municipalities still run into barriers due to a lack of perceived need.  

Municipal councillors play a pivotal role in setting municipal direction, and in determining 

whether staff members have the political support and the implementation tools needed to 

shape growth (Grant J. L., 2009, p. 27). Most commonly noted is the reality that staff 

activities require council approval and before a project can begin or have resources 

allocated to it, council must be convinced of its worth. “Most of these things, the ideas 

come from staff and are run through the politicians and then they support it. It wouldn’t 

happen if they didn’t support it of course” (Respondent F, 2013). As discussed earlier, 



 

 

  

40 

 

dissatisfaction with the status quo typically drives policy transfer, however that 

dissatisfaction must be felt by both political figures and the staff who would be developing 

the policies. Council is consistently noted as a limiting and defining factor “whatever 

council directs is what I go by” and a number of respondents indicated that if they wished 

they had the freedom, time and resources to pursue sustainability but that they were 

constrained by a council who doesn’t see the value in such initiatives (Respondent I, 2012). 

Communicating the need for policy innovation is not always easy and falls to urban 

planners to “provide that vision for the future and then get the authorities who are in charge 

to embrace that vision and then implement it. The implementation is always so difficult” 

(Respondent E, 2013). If municipal policy makers are unable to garner councillor support, 

it is unlikely that they will be able to initiate their desired programs. Land developers also 

hold a great deal of unofficial power in municipalities, particularly due to the recent 

economic downturn because every municipality wants to entice developers and see 

development happen in order to boost the municipality’s economic standing. Developers 

are often vocal opponents to new policies, particularly those which place larger 

environmental requirements upon them (Grant J. L., 2009). In her study of Canadian 

municipalities, Grant found that the relationship between councillors and land developers 

proved significant and reinforced the adage that “planning is political” (Grant J. L., 2009, p. 

26). She found that many councillors in Canadian municipalities had previous experience 

working in the development industry and that the development industry has a surprisingly 

high influence in municipal politics in Canada. As Grant emphasizes, the end result of this 

relationships is that “fundamental economic and consumer issues prove extraordinarily 

challenging to resolve for those trying to implement new planning principles” (Grant J. L., 

2009, p. 27).  Dissatisfaction with the status quo must be felt on several scales in order to 

catalyze change: citizen, political, economic and bureaucratic. 

Mechanics of Transfer Difficult 
It should also be noted that while sharing information on specific climate change projects or 

informal peer support was mentioned by respondents, in general policies are not seen by 

respondents as so readily borrowed or shared with one another. One respondent emphasizes 

the importance of the unique context in which a policy is developed stating that “we’re all 

still figuring it out, what’s the best way. There’s a lot of balance between how things work 

between staff, politically and what the residents wants and every municipality is different” 

(Respondent B, Second Interview, 2013). Even when sharing policies and knowledge is 

initiated it proves to be a challenging process because every community’s dynamics are 

different. “A how to guide would be handy but there is no such thing, each community is 

different” (Respondent K, 2013). Policies must be adjusted to fit the characteristics of the 

adopting municipality in terms of their residents, capacity etc.  “I’ve seen some great stuff 

out there that I’ve wanted to do but you bump into the barriers pretty quick when you think 

you are just going to transfer something over to a municipality” (Respondent B, 2013). 

Again, it takes a dedicated person who has the time to sort through the information, 

properly understand the context with which the policies was occurring and understand what 

lessons can be drawn from the policy and what should be discarded.  
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“It has to be smart, directed sharing. I think there is so much nonsense around 

lessons learned where people compile a 5 page document but okay that’s great 

but what the hell am I going to do with this. This is different from my situation. 

I think there is a real art to proper lessons and practical sharing and all the 

rest of it and it still takes some capacity to absorb somebody else’s lessons. I 

know Portland has done some stuff but it takes me a lot of time to think what I 

can take away from that.”         

                   (Respondent J, 2013) 

Conversely, one planner expressed similar frustration in his attempts to share information 

with others, commenting that “we do this thing, we make it you know, a perfectly nice, 

transferable package for other municipalities to do. And they take it and it sits on 

somebody’s desk and they go, great, now how do I actually make this happen in my 

purchasing department and we don’t have as many staff as they do. We don’t have as many 

of this or that, it’s too onerous. So that is the time that it takes, to actually implement a plan. 

It doesn’t just transition into somebody’s operations” (Respondent B, 2013). Another 

planner echoes this sentiment saying “a lot of things sound great but a lot of times those 

studies and documents just languish because there is no implementation” (Respondent E, 

2013).  While the mechanics of transfer are difficult, the main difficulty is finding staff 

time and expertise to research, understand and then apply lessons learned and policies 

borrowed from other municipalities. Policies are fluid and constantly developing, as policy 

mobilities theory notes, and many of the difficulties with transfer stated in the interviews 

could be overcome if there was more support for engaging in transfer.  

Lack of Time and Money 
As noted, a consistent theme that emerged from the interviews is that more money and 

more time in terms of staff hours would enable to the development and implementation of 

sustainability policies. Several interviewees commented on the need to have a dedicated 

sustainability staff member who had time to “go attend webinars, meetings and conferences 

to find out new ideas as well and what people are doing” in order to educate themselves on 

the issues and to facilitate both policy transfer and collaboration (Respondent B, Second 

Interview, 2013). Smaller municipalities in particular lack the time or staff to be able to 

tackle sustainability issues but the need for resources remains an issue even in the larger 

urban municipalities who have dedicated sustainability planners on staff. As one planner 

notes “it takes people to make it happen, it takes time to project manage and solve issues. 

And I’d say that at least here, if we had more people we would be moving forward on more 

projects” (Respondent B, 2013). Another planner at a different municipality echoes this 

sentiment saying that “manpower is a key issue and I’m not saying you need a big team, 

you just need to have more people to make the projects happen. Because these are problems 

to be solved, and they are solvable, it just takes time to do it…it takes people to do it” 

(Respondent B, 2013). 

This lack of municipal resources clearly interferes with proper policy transfer with a 

number of respondents saying that they do not have the time to engage in policy search, 

transfer or implementation. In this sense, it is particularly unfortunate that there is not more 

collaboration between municipalities or a larger role in developing sustainability policies at 
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the regional level as the few resources that each municipality does have could be used to 

greater effect if combined. While each community has their own unique dynamics and 

challenges, a large number of sustainability initiatives could be adopted by all 

municipalities in the area. Municipalities in the region are missing out on potential 

economies of scale if they approached sustainability in a united or concerted manner. As 

one planner notes,  “a lot of people are on the side of their desk running a project and they 

could be saving themselves money while being sustainable and one person could be doing a 

lot of stuff in some of these smaller municipalities” (Respondent B, 2013). 

It is important to mention that while overall there appears to be confusion and inertia with 

how to begin developing sustainability policies, it is clear that the two largest 

municipalities within the region, who incidentally have dedicated sustainability staff have a 

much clearer idea and mandate for sustainability than the other municipalities. The 

respondents of these municipalities outlined clear action plans for implementation and 

stated, measurable goals towards sustainability initiatives. Once again, these initiatives 

largely centred on climate change and greenhouse gas emission reduction which have 

clearer measurables than social or economic sustainability initiatives however their clear 

goals are still remarkable.  One of these planners notes “it’s time for us to start to figure out 

what the real barriers to moving things forward actually is. Committing the money and the 

effort to things being done. So I think enough assessment and review has been done” 

(Respondent B, 2013). This attitude of impatience and wanting to take action is quite at 

odds with the other smaller municipalities who imply in their responses that they don’t 

really know how to get started. It is likely that the clear vision and action plans from these 

staff are a result of these staff dedicating the time to engage in research as well as 

knowledge sharing, a success which highlights the need for further sustainability focused 

staff.   

Unfortunately, the constraints of time and money are ever pressing and all respondents 

lamented the impact of the economic decline which began in 2008. As one planner puts it 

“the economy plays a huge role in whether we can go forward with this. It seems that to me 

we were going forward quite a bit more until the 2008 and now we’ve fallen back quite a 

bit. I think its hurt” (Respondent F, 2013). Another commented that the recent economic 

changes in Canada “have been slowly eroding things here in terms of money and our 

budgets…it is a very gradual decline, trying to figure out how to do more with less. We 

expect a lot more of local governments each year it seems like” (Respondent B, 2013). 

Another planner argues that the impacts of the poorer economy are felt not just in the 

municipal budgets but also in the involvement of its citizens saying that “when the 

economy is not good, people are struggling, they don’t have time to volunteer, they don’t 

have time to get involved with their local government and they are just trying to make it. I 

think you see less involvement of people of all ages when the economy is not so great” 

(Respondent E, 2013). A similar comment was made that “while the economy’s 

contracting, I think the ability of people to engage in their community contracts at the same 

time” (Respondent E, 2013). 
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A Broken Governance Structure 
While the barriers to successful policy transfer experienced by the member municipalities 

of the CRD are inherent to the process of transfer, as discussed in the theory section, they 

are also exacerbated by the governance structure in the region.  There are clear issues with 

the structure and function of both the regional and provincial governments in British 

Columbia which contribute to policy transfer failure. 

An Unclear Provincial Vision 
A significant challenge to policy transfers and to the development of sustainability 

initiatives is the lack of leadership or clear direction from the Provincial government. When 

asked about the leadership role of the Province all interviewees indicated a lack of 

awareness of Provincial policy, goals or legislation and in general did not appear to feel 

there was a clear message or vision coming from the Province. There were also comments 

made about the general ineptitude of the organization such as “it just feels like a black box; 

don’t know what the hell is going on. So I’ve got to just do my own thing” (Respondent J, 

2013). In addition, there was a real sense of abandonment by the province in terms of the 

structure it had set up in the area with 13 very small municipalities in a region with very 

little legal power.  

“We are just irritated beyond belief with the province because they don’t…so 

much of this stuff has to be done at the regional level. We have to do it; we 

can’t do it with 13 municipalities and an electoral area that is the size of 

Switzerland. We have to do it as a region, but we don’t have any legislation, we 

have no mandate, we have no recourse to get funds, we have nothing…It is an 

impossible scenario. The province is a real barrier to us in terms of being able 

to work collectively.” 

(Respondent H, 2013) 
 Still others point to the short funding timelines, lack of preparation and general poor 

communication coming from the province as major barriers to progress and good 

programming. Finally there is an overlying sense that there is a never ending stream of 

regulations and expectations coming down from the federal and provincial provinces which 

“end up being downloaded to the municipalities but there’s no funding to support them” 

(Respondent E, 2013). 

Limitations of CRD 
A striking and unexpected result of this thesis research was that all interviewees, save for 

those who worked at the CRD itself, expressed a general distrust and lack of clarity as to 

the direction the CRD administrative body was taking. While most respondents spoke 

positively about the CRD’s Climate Action program, they had nothing good to say about 

other aspects of the CRD’s administration.  While responses regarding the CRD ranged 

from vaguely confused about what the CRD’s purpose was to extremely frustrated with the 

organization, they all united upon a theme of cynicism about the organization with one 

planner saying “there is generally a distaste for the CRD around here” (Respondent D, 

2013). One planner appeared to voice the sentiments both spoken and implied by many of 

the other planners when they said “so many people wish the CRD would just be dissolved, 
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that would be great” (Respondent E, 2013). Another indicated a belief that the CRD did not 

have the best interests of the municipality at heart saying “what happens with the CRD, the 

decisions that happen at the CRD level for maybe universal good for the region but really 

that municipality gets the shittier end of the stick” (Respondent C, Second Interview, 

2012). There also appears to be a lack of communication and relationship between 

municipal workers and the staff at the CRD. It was quite noticeable that when the CRD was 

discussed during interviews, respondents appeared to have little connection to the 

organization, relationships with its staff or an understanding of the CRDs course of action, 

save for the staff working on the regional Climate Action program. As one respondent said 

“I don’t know what the hell goes on over there” (Respondent J, 2013). Another interviewee 

says that people understand that sustainability should be “coordinated regionally but they 

just don’t trust the CRD with it, that’s the problem I think” (Respondent D, 2013). This 

lack of connection and trust is particularly concerning because the Board of Directors for 

the CRD consists of representatives from each municipality, typically elected municipal 

councillors.  The CRD’s budget is largely paid for by municipalities, and municipal 

representatives sit on the Board of Directors so it is unclear why there is such a sense of 

distrust coming from the municipalities.  

The Capital Regional District has the potential to coordinate a regional effort to implement 

cohesive and holistic sustainability policies which take advantage of economies of scale, 

however its mandate as stipulated in the Province of British Columbia’s Local Government 

Act is not very broad and therefore limits the CRD’s ability to act. As discussed earlier, 

Regional Districts were created largely to provide services to rural communities who did 

not have the population density to support incorporation. The majority of their legal 

responsibility lies in the provision of services such as sewer or waste removal to the 

municipalities. They are encouraged in loose terms within the Local Government Act to 

support and facilitate municipalities but that is hardly a legal mandate for action, 

particularly if that action is regulation or restriction of some municipal activities. The Local 

Government Act does stipulate that Regional Districts create Regional Growth Strategies 

and set urban containment boundaries and in 2007 the Local Government Act was amended 

to give Regional Districts the ability to facilitate Climate Action initiatives in order to meet 

Provincial Greenhouse Gas reduction targets. However, ultimately the Regional Districts 

have very little mandated power or legal recourse with which to shape the actions of 

municipalities. As one staff member from the CRD says “what we are legally told to do is 

very small” and they instead emphasize engaging in relationship building among 

municipalities and to encourage the “recognition of efficiencies of services” (Respondent 

G, Second Interview, 2013). Another staff also laments the inability of the CRD to affect 

anything, saying “a classic example is that we can provide direction and policy but to act on 

it is the mandate of the local government. So we can recommend but if the government 

doesn’t do anything we are at a standstill (Respondent H, 2013). Another says “I do think 

that there is a challenge that we face, that our structures right now dictate our services and 

what we can focus our time and effort on” (Respondent G, Second Interview, 2013). 

However not everyone thinks that the CRD needs a broader mandate or stronger legal 

recourse. Several planners expressed frustration at the CRD for “getting involved where it 

shouldn’t be” while others stated that the CRD was “extending beyond their 



 

 

  

45 

 

mandate…they’re trying to lead without necessarily trying to find out where the member 

municipalities want to be led” (Respondent A, 2013). The feeling that the CRD is not 

listening to the municipalities is particularly interesting because the Board of Directors is 

itself made up of representatives from member municipalities, typically elected officials 

and it exists to coordinate those municipalities. However the CRD representatives tend to 

be elected politicians and perhaps this frustration with the CRD highlights a more 

systematic gap between elected officials and the bureaucrats who work for them.  

CRD Regional Sustainability Strategy 
The CRD is currently undergoing a process to create a Regional Sustainability Strategy 

which will replace their former Regional Growth Strategy. The municipal response to this 

strategy is on the whole, dubious and skeptical and reflects Healey’s claims that while 

many strategies are produced; few actually produce significant effects other than formal 

compliance with regulatory requirements or meeting new criteria to attract further funding. 

“Some strategy statements may serve political purposes through a rhetorical flourish which 

displays the promises of a mayor or local regime. Other so-called strategies may merely 

record already well-established directions” (Healey, 2009, p. 440). However the CRD 

believes that this strategy is necessary in order to move forward and transform local 

government to a more sustainable model.  

Patsy Healy defines strategic works as “both integrative and as geared to efforts to change 

direction, to open up new possibilities and potentials, and to move away from previous 

positions” (Healey, 2009, p. 440). It is quite possible that the creation of the Regional 

Sustainability Strategy may function in this manner and create new opportunities and 

directions to the region however the response to the CRD’s current development of a 

Regional Sustainability Strategy is understandably mixed. On the one hand, most planners 

acknowledge that issues of sustainability were inherently better handled at the regional 

scale where economies of scale and better coordination of multiple actors could be utilized. 

Five of the interviewees explicitly commented that transportation planning needed to be 

managed by the region but others also mentioned food security, affordable housing and 

economic development all as aspects of sustainability that needed a regional approach. 

There was also an acknowledgement from planners at the bigger municipalities that 

sustainability was truly a global issue and that they had a responsibility to try to contribute 

to the global body of sustainability policy in the hopes of creating improvements elsewhere. 

“There is no point in doing some ratty little project that only works in Victoria, it has got to 

be something that can be replicated in other municipalities globally or locally or whatever 

and you can do that at a municipal scale” (Respondent J, 2013). However there is much 

scepticism that the resulting Regional Strategic Strategy will result in anything useful, 

particularly because the RSS must be approved by each of the thirteen municipalities and 

other stakeholders who each have their own agendas. As one planner puts it “it will have to 

be so watered down to get everyone to agree, suddenly it doesn’t mean anything anymore 

and it won’t help anyone” (Respondent D, 2013). Other planners point to the first regional 

strategy created by the CRD, the Regional Growth Strategy which was developed in 2003 

saying that “there was great hope that this would be something that would guide and direct 
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and all the municipalities would agree upon it. But at the end, local autonomy I think won 

out over Regional, or desire to work for a collective regional vision (Respondent A, 2013). 

Lack of Support for Municipalities 
Canada has long seen itself as a global leader of environmental protection policies and 

more recently as an innovator of Greenhouse Gas reduction strategies. The adoption of the 

“Toronto Target” in 1988 to reduce Greenhouse Gas Emission marked the beginning of 

Canada’s attempts to take action on Climate Change and engage with sustainability 

(Robinson & Gore, 2005; Grant J. , 2002). However, since then Canada has made little 

tangible progress towards its environmental goals and in 2007 a number of reports were 

published which criticizes the government’s weak, ineffective and confused approach to 

environmental sustainability (Sustainable Development Office, 2010, p. 2). In response to 

this poor review the Government of Canada passed a Federal Sustainable Development Act 

which required a comprehensive national Sustainable Development Strategy to make 

“environmental decision-making more transparent and accountable to Parliament” in 2008 

(Sustainable Development Office, 2010, p. 3) Under this Act, sustainability is defined as 

“the capacity of a thing, action, activity, or process to be maintained indefinitely” and 

sustainable development is defined using the Brundtland Commission definition of 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs (Federal Sustainable Development Act, 2008). 

While the renewed interest the Government of Canada is showing sustainability is positive 

it has continued its piecemeal approach by largely relying on actions from provincial and 

municipal governments to create results while not offering financial or structural support or 

resources to enable action (Sustainable Development Office, 2010, p. 10). The federal 

Sustainable Development Office argues that Municipalities have the most power 

opportunity to foster sustainable development across Canada and states that they have 

direct or indirect influence over activities which account for 44% of greenhouse gas 

emissions in Canada which include waste management, transportation and commercial and 

residential building design. (Sustainable Development Office, 2010, p. 10). Unfortunately, 

despite this acknowledged role of municipalities, the federal government has done little to 

support municipal sustainability initiatives (Federation of Canadian Muncipalities, 2012). 

“The division of responsibility across three levels of government in Canada also presents a 

formidable challenge to overcoming capacity barriers. As creatures of the provinces, 

Canadian municipalities often take their political lead from provincial mandates” (Robinson 

& Gore, 2005, p. 115). 

At the provincial policy level in British Columbia, there is a surprising lack of mention of 

sustainability, despite the province having jurisdiction over British Columbia’s natural 

resources, agriculture and immigration which all affect sustainable development. The 

unanimous response in the interviews conducted for this research is that there was not a 

clear definition or policy approaches to sustainability from the Provincial Government save 

for the Province’s actions on Climate Change. Not one of the municipal interviewees felt 

that there was any support, clear guidance or measurable expectations from the Province 

and several commented with frustration at the lack of Provincial leadership. The only clear 

measure the Province of British Columbia has taken to promote sustainability is found 
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embedded in the Local Government Act which stipulates the legal responsibilities and 

requirements of its constituent municipalities and requires the development of Official 

Community Plans by each municipality in BC. These plans are the primary method with 

which municipalities can shape their community and play a crucial role in presenting a 

strategy of sustainability. According to the Province of BC, the OCP could be the single 

most important plan for reducing emissions; however this statement also places the 

responsibility for sustainability measures fully on municipalities (Smart Planning for 

Communities, Province of BC, 2013). As Evans states “municipal governments in Canada, 

while economically and politically constrained, are balancing the economic, political and 

social demands of their residents” (Evans L. , 2007, p. 8). In particular, significant and 

increasing budget constraints have significant impacts on a municipalities’ ability to adapt 

to new demands such as employing the required staff to implement sustainability or climate 

change policies.   

CONCLUSION 
This thesis has utilized policy transfer and policy mobilities theories to undertake a deep 

analysis of how institutions function and develop sustainability policies at the local level. 

The purpose of this study was to analyse and understand the dynamics of how sustainability 

is governed locally, with an emphasis on sustainability policy transfers and implementation. 

By applying a phronetic research approach which emphasizes the utility of case studies and 

dialogue with participants, this research produces a ‘thick’ understanding of complex and 

context dependent knowledge and I believe that this deep and analytical approach to 

understanding case studies is key to properly answering my research questions (Flyvbjerg, 

2004, p. 283). The case study of the Capital Regional District of British Columbia enhances 

an understanding of how the process of a globally popular concept is transformed into a 

concrete set of local policies and programs. Specifically, this research answers the follow 

questions:  

1) What is the role of sustainability policies in the region and the municipalities? 

2) Is there a need for policy transfer and knowledge sharing? 

3) What are the common barriers to transfer of sustainability policies? 

4) How are structural problems contributing to policy failure? 

This research finds that the role of sustainability is growing in importance for member 

municipalities of the Capital Regional District and demand for sustainability policies is 

gaining momentum.  Interviewees indicated that much of the demand for sustainability 

comes from the dual forces of perceived citizen dissatisfaction as well as pressure from 

upper levels of government both of which tend to focus on environmental sustainability, 

particularly regarding climate change mitigation. In response to a sense of dissatisfaction 

and expectation from citizens, policymakers are attempting to develop and implement 

sustainability policies however many also feel a major sense of frustration that 

sustainability is impossible to achieve as the concept is poorly defined and difficult to act 

upon. Due to a lack of concrete definitions or measurements of success the development 

and implementation of sustainability initiatives is irregular with little consistency in 

programming between municipalities which results in a fragmented regional approach.  
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Municipalities in Canada are facing a number of challenges including tighter budgets due to 

the recent economic crisis and citizen demand for more and better services. They are being 

asked to do much more with much less as they are limited by their shrinking budgets, lack 

of time or resources and staff hiring freezes. Faced with growing demands for more 

sustainability initiatives as well as a lack of time or resources to develop those policies 

independently, there is a clear role for policy transfer in aiding the development of 

sustainability policies in the region. Policy makers need to share ideas and practical 

knowledge as well as lessons learned with one another in order to successfully develop this 

new area of municipal policy. Due to their close proximity and similar contexts and 

challenges, the municipalities of the CRD are in an ideal position to form partnerships in 

order to share knowledge, policies and possibly even joint implementation of sustainability 

initiatives.  Increased policy transfer and collaboration would also result in holistic and 

comprehensive approaches to sustainability as an interconnected and regional issue rather 

than the piecemeal and uneven approach that is currently taken. Typically, policy transfer 

theory has been applied to larger scale issues at the national or international level however 

this case study reveals through the lens of policy mobilities which focus on the local scale 

that policy transfer is an essential mechanism for municipalities to deal with increased 

pressures and changing demands and key to understanding how sustainability policies are 

developed at the local level.  

The regional Climate Action plan serves as a positive example for successful policy 

transfer in which municipalities, with the support and aid of the CRD, are collaborating to 

find and successfully implement sustainability policies and to share the lessons learned 

with each other. The successes surrounding Climate Action demonstrate that it is possible 

for the municipalities in the region to successfully work together and engage in 

collaborative policy sharing. However, despite this success, there remains a clear desire to 

engage in more policy transfer, both in regards to climate change as well as other aspects of 

sustainability such as social or economic sustainability. 

The overwhelming tone from the interviewees regarding these initiatives was one of 

confusion and frustration that it wasn’t easier to achieve sustainability. Despite the potential 

for policy transfer and knowledge sharing, there are significant barriers inherent to the case 

study region which are preventing widespread successful transfer and therefore 

development and implementation of sustainability policies. These barriers are namely a 

competitive and fragmented system of rival member municipalities, difficulty transferring 

the ambiguous concepts of ‘fuzzy’ sustainability both between contexts and into practical 

action and most importantly a clear lack of resources such as time, money, and dedicated 

staff to implement programs at the municipal level. As a result of these barriers, the 

municipalities, for the most part, are undertaking sustainability initiatives in isolation from 

each other and are not coordinating their efforts. 

The governmental structure of the region contributes to these barriers by creating a system 

which lacks leadership and in which municipalities are inherently in competition with each 

other and at odds. Despite the acknowledged role that municipalities play in promoting 

environmental sustainability as well as economic and social progress, very little support is 
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given to Canadian municipalities from upper levels of government. Municipalities face dual 

pressures of increased demands from their residents and increasingly large administrative 

burdens placed upon them from upper levels of government such as developing 

sustainability initiatives. In the case of sustainability, there is also a local lack of initiative 

or clear leadership from either the federal or provincial governments. The Province created 

the Capital Regional District in part to coordinate these municipalities but did not imbue 

the regional district with enough legal power to make it effective and as such it functions as 

an organization that has few successes and many frustrations. Rather than taking advantage 

of the coordination and collaboration the CRD offers, most municipalities treat it with 

distrust and feel that the CRD is overstepping its mandate. Due to these structural issues, 

instead of sharing resources, initiating policy transfer networks and treating sustainability 

as a larger scale issue, the municipalities remain isolated from each other and face a lack of 

support from council and disempowerment. The Canadian planning structure does not fully 

recognize the utility of policy transfer and is structured in a manner which prevents it, 

which is detrimental to all. In order to move forward with the development of sustainability 

initiatives, more work needs to be done to work within the existing structure to create a 

more collaborative union of municipalities.  

This case study reveals the multiple challenges associated with implementing sustainability 

policy as well as the complex role of policy transfer, policy mobilities and knowledge 

sharing in the development of urban policy.  Policy transfer theories when applied to this 

case study through the lens of policy mobility theory emphasize the importance of the local 

in policy development and the fluid nature of polices themselves. Moving forward, any 

analysis of urban planning policy development should include policy mobilities and 

transfer perspective which analyzes the mechanics and barriers of transfer at the local level 

in order to achieve an accurate representation of the dynamics affecting urban policy.  

While the purpose of this case study was to reveal the unique dynamics of this area, many 

of the lessons learned may be applied to the implementation of sustainability in any locale.  

The issues of ‘fuzzy’ sustainability and difficulty translating the concept of sustainability 

into practice are universal and a clearer definition as well measurable indicators of success 

particularly for economic and social sustainability is urgently needed in order for the 

project of sustainability and all three of its spheres to succeed on the global scale. The 

barriers the municipalities face in transferring sustainability policies also serve as a 

cautionary tale for other locales. In particular, it is clear that if national governments are 

serious about encouraging sustainable development they need to prove their commitment 

by providing clear leadership, encouraging collaboration and supporting municipalities with 

more funds and resources so that they may develop policies and engage in policy transfer.  

Sustainability is a global issue which must be addressed at the local level and government 

support and leadership is vital to its success.  
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