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Summary 
 
The regulatory geography of sustainability has traditionally been understood in terms of 
the rules and laws which are used to control and monitor the implementation of 
sustainable development. This paper attempts to develop an alternative framework for 
both understanding and analysing the regulatory geography of sustainable development. 
 
Drawing on the notion of régulation, not as a system of rule-making and laws, but as it 
has been deployed within the Regulation Approach—to refer to the reproduction of the 
contradictory relations inherent in capitalist societies—this work investigates the 
emerging regulatory significance of sustainable forms of development to the 
(re)regulation of urban economies. Suggesting that the environment represented one 
moment within the wider social and economic crises associated with the regulatory 
period customarily referred to as Fordism, this chapter argues that within the discourses 
and material practices associated with sustainable development lies an attempt to 
reconcile the economic, social and environmental discontents of Fordist urban 
economies. Focusing on the UK, we go on to illustrate the ways in which one particular 
country is attempting to implement the principles of sustainable development at the 
urban scale.  
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In the case of the UK, the regulatory geography of sustainable development has been 
complicated by the problematic process of translation which surrounds 
conceptualisations of sustainable development as it moves from the international, to the 
national, regional and urban scales. The often necessary re-interpretation of sustainable 
development at the national and urban scales of implementation means that, in the case 
of the UK, the role of sustainable development within any emergent regulatory form 
appears to be unclear. What is clear is that, within the scalar translation of the meanings 
attached to sustainable development, the regulatory geography of the sustainable city 
will be an uneven one.  
 
1. Introduction 
 
In 1987 the World Commission on Environment and Development stated that “The 
future will be predominantly urban, and the most immediate environmental concerns of 
most people will be urban ones” (p. 255). Having come to power in Britain on 1st May 
1997, the New Labour Administration commissioned an extensive review of the 
problems and opportunities confronting the urban areas of England. The review was 
conducted by a specially selected Urban Task Force group which drew on the 
knowledge and expertise of an array of representatives taken from the fields of 
architecture, ecology, planning, housing, transport and urban regeneration. The Final 
Report of the Urban Task Force, delivered in 1999, called for an urban renaissance 
within the towns and cities of England, and outlined a framework to deliver a new 
future for urban England. 
 
Significantly in the context of this volume, and the portentous vision of the World 
Commission on Environment and Development, the urban renaissance envisioned for 
England is based upon one particular vision above all others—the development of 
“sustainable cities”. This paper claims that the prioritisation of sustainable development 
within the UK government’s urban renaissance programme is actually emblematic of 
the wider incorporation of the principles of sustainability and discourses of 
environmental justice into British urban policy and local strategies of urban 
development. Since the publication of the UK’s first White Paper on the Environment in 
1990, and the subsequent production of National Strategies for Sustainable 
Development in the UK (first issued in 1994 and revised in 1999), the principles of 
sustainability have increasingly provided a critical set of collective values around which 
urban policy has been formed and urban development strategies realised. But despite the 
dissemination of sustainable development within local, regional and national strategies 
of urban development within the UK, there has been a surprising dearth of critical 
academic analysis into the links which are being made within Britain, and indeed the 
rest of the world, between the principles of sustainable development and urban social, 
economic, and ecological development.  
 
This chapter attempts to sketch out a framework which allows these connections to be 
made, and which enables us to locate the current significance of sustainability within 
broader sets of political and economic processes.  In particular the chapter will be 
concerned with outlining a framework that allows the exploration of the linkages 
between international environmental agreements and local institutional capacity. 
Although it will make reference to ongoing policy manoeuvres in the UK, this 
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framework is not limited to interpreting developments in Western Europe, and indeed 
the flexibility it offers in terms of understanding events at different spatial scales allows 
the linking of processes at local, national and international levels. Drawing 
predominantly upon the work of the Regulation School of political economy, it will 
build an analysis through which the relationship between sustainable development and 
contemporary forms of urban development can be simultaneously contextualized and 
problematised.  
 
As a reaction against classical economic accounts of capitalist economic change and 
development, the Regulation Approach has stressed the importance of recognising the 
whole ensemble of social, political, cultural and economic norms and institutions that 
are critical to the processes of capitalist reproduction. This chapter argues that 
sustainable development, as it has been conventionally deployed, appears, at least 
nominally, to recognise the socially embedded nature of economic activities emphasised 
within the Regulation Approach. Sustainable development does, however, also stress 
the environmental factors that are critical to both social and economic development. 
While the regulatory significance of the environment is gradually being incorporated 
into accounts of economic regulation, little has been written on the wider regulatory 
significance of sustainable development and the political, economic and environmental 
practices it is promoting. 
 
This chapter explores the ways in which the analytical insights provided by the 
Regulation Approach can inform research into the practice of sustainable development 
as it is being realised within contemporary forms of urban economic growth and 
development. As such, this work goes beyond traditional juridico-political accounts of 
regulation—associated with monitoring and controlling sustainability—to consider the 
role of sustainable development within the wider socio-institutional reproduction of 
urban economies. Understanding the notion of regulation in this wider sense, analysis 
begins by considering the ways in which theories of regulation can be used to 
understand the material, discursive and spatial significance of sustainable development 
within emerging urban and regional regulatory forms. The chapter then considers the 
specific ways in which sustainable development has emerged as a principle within 
urban regeneration and development within the UK and examines the concomitant 
institutional architecture that has been created to facilitate the delivery of broader 
international agreements on sustainability. Drawing these two strands of analysis 
together, the chapter concludes by casting doubt over the ability of emerging urban 
institutional forms and development strategies to deliver sustainable forms of economic 
regulation.  
 
2.  Reinterpreting the Regulation Approach 
 
Before it is possible to understand how the regulation approach can be used to study 
sustainable urban development, it is important to have a clear understanding of what 
such an approach entails.  The term approach is used deliberately—as Michel Aglietta 
has recently written in his 1998 article “Capitalism at the Turn of the Century: 
Regulation Theory and the Challenge of Social Change” in the New Left Review, “a 
wide range of studies have seized upon its ideas and have developed them in many 
different directions. We must speak of an approach rather than a theory. What has 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

HUMAN SETTLEMENT DEVELOPMENT – Vol. IV - Interpreting the Regulatory Geography of Sustainable Development: The 
Rise of the Sustainable City in the UK - Mark Goodwin and Mark Whitehead 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 
 

gained acceptance is not a body of fully refined concepts but a research programme”. 
What this section seeks to do is to look at some of the key aspects of this “research 
programme”, and at how these might be usefully deployed by those with an interest in 
sustainable urban development. 
 
This theoretical ground-clearing is perhaps even more necessary than usual in this 
volume, because of the overlap and confusion which exists over the academic usage of 
the term “regulation” in the English and French languages. Jessop, in his 1990 article 
“Regulation theories in retrospect and prospect” in Economy and Society, recognises a 
key distinction in French between règlementation and régulation. In French 
“règlementation”  refers to regulation in the sense of rule-making, or law-making, while 
“regulation” refers to regulation in the regulation theorists' sense of contingently 
emerging regulatory effects. In English, the term regulation covers both uses. In order to 
avoid any confusion, and in contrast to many of the chapters in this encyclopedia, usage 
in this paper is restricted to the latter sense of the term—i.e. “regulation” (perhaps better 
translated as regularization or normalization) of the economy in its broadest sense. This 
paper does not use regulation in its rule-making sense. 
 
The Regulation Approach emerged as a mode of economic analysis in 1970s France. As 
a form of economic analysis, the Regulation Approach was devoted to understanding 
how, despite its inherent crisis tendencies, capitalist accumulation has persistently 
endured. Crucially, the Regulation Approach argued that in order to understand the 
continued historical reproduction of capitalism it was vital to recognise not only the 
economic, but also the social, cultural and political supports which contribute to the 
maintenance of capitalist social relations. As noted earlier, the very concept of 
sustainable development would seem to confirm this premise. The approach therefore 
focuses upon both the economic and extra-economic supports (including social, 
cultural, political and environmental concerns), which temporarily stabilise the 
accumulation of capital. As we shall see, the discourses and practices surrounding 
issues of sustainability now appear to be woven into both the economic and the extra-
economic supports of modern capitalism. 
 
2.1. Regulation as Process 
 
The study of capitalist regulation has traditionally focused upon the notion of a “mode”. 
A mode of regulation represents a fairly well defined and identifiable system of 
economic and extra-economic forms coming together to secure capitalist accumulation. 
Typical examples of modes of regulation would be the Fordist socio-economic system 
of the post-war period, and its purported flexible economic successor, post-Fordism. 
Significantly, within recent work on regulation, it has been argued that the idea of a 
mode of regulation is problematic. It is argued that the conceptualisation of regulation 
as discrete modes is problematic at two levels. Firstly, the idea of a mode regulation 
tends to overstate the role of stability and uniform functionality within capitalist 
accumulation. The present authors would argue that even within a seemingly successful 
regulatory regime capitalist social relations tend to be characterised much more by flux, 
change and contestation, than constancy and stability. Secondly, from a historical 
perspective, a belief in modes of regulation suggests the presence of discretely bounded 
regulatory periods or eras, which neatly follow one another (for example the purported 
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transition from Fordism to post-Fordism). The authors would argue, however, that the 
history of capitalist expansion and regulation is much more messy and chequered than 
this type of historical paradigm would suggest.  
 
In light of the apparent weaknesses of modal conceptualisations of regulation, this 
chapter argues that the “process-based” reading of regulation developed by Goodwin 
and Painter in their 1996 article “Local governance, the crisis of Fordism and the 
changing geographies of regulation” in the Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geography offers a much more flexible and effective account of regulation. A process-
based reading of regulation does not analyse regulation as a thing, but as a collection of 
processes, which combine at certain times and places to facilitate the more or less 
effective accumulation of capital. This conceptualisation of regulation emphasises the 
importance of flux and change within the constitution of regulation. Furthermore, rather 
than looking for the presence or absence of regulation, this approach analyses the “ebb 
and flow” of regulation through time and across space. In this context, attention is 
drawn not to the identification of regulatory periods or structured systems, but to the 
types of institutions (understood as both organisational forms and social practices), 
economic practices and socio-economic discourses which frame and consolidate 
regulatory processes in different time-space contexts. The chapter argues that, within 
the contemporary era, the institutions, practices and discourses associated with 
sustainable development are providing an increasingly important framework through 
which regulatory processes are being channelled and moulded.   
 
- 
- 
- 
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