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AFFOLDERBACH J. and CARR C. Blending scales of governance: land-use policies and practices in the small state of Luxembourg,
Regional Studies. While multilevel governance is helpful in understanding the logics behind integrated sustainable development
policies, this paper argues that relational multi-scalar approaches more accurately explain actual land-use transformations in the
small state of Luxembourg. These conclusions are based on surveys of planning policies and observations of land-use patterns
related to housing and retail. Additionally, over 60 interviews were performed with local actors. The results reveal how actors
blend scales of governance to override national directives to exert changes in land use. Blending scales is not always strategic or
advantageous, but is an unavoidable process that characterizes interactions in a small state.
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AFFOLDERBACH J. and CARR C. 混合治理的尺度：小国卢森堡的土地使用政策与实践，区域研究。儘管多重层级的
治理，有助于理解整合性的可持续发展政策背后的逻辑，但本文主张，关係性的多重尺度取径，可以更准确地解释
小国卢森堡的实际土地使用变迁。此一结论，是根据有关住宅与零售的计画政策调查，以及土地使用模式的观察。此
外，本研究亦访问了超过六十位的在地行动者。研究结果显示出行动者如何混合治理的尺度来超越国家指令，以施加
土地使用的转变。混合尺度并非总是策略性或具有优势的，但却是小国内的互动中不可避免的过程。
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AFFOLDERBACH J. et CARR C. Panacher les niveaux de gouvernance: les politiques et les pratiques d’occupation du sol dans le
petit état de Luxembourg, Regional Studies. Tandis que la gouvernance à plusieurs niveaux aide à comprendre la logique qui étaye
les politiques intégrées en faveur du développement durable, ce présent article afﬁrme que des approches multi-scalaires expliquent
plus précisément la transformation de l’occupation du sol réelle dans le petit état de Luxembourg. Ces conclusions sont fondées sur
des enquêtes concernant les politiques d’aménagement du territoire et des observations quant à l’utilisation des terres pour ce qui est
du logement et du commerce de détail. En outre, plus de 60 interviews ont été menées auprès des agents locaux. Cependant, les
résultats laissent voir comment les agents cherchent à panacher les niveaux de gouvernance aﬁn de contourner les directives
nationales aﬁn de réaliser des changements de l’occupation du sol. Panacher les niveaux ne s’avère toujours ni stratégique, ni
favorable. Cependant, c’est un processus inévitable qui caractérise les interactions au sein d’un petit état.
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AFFOLDERBACH J. und CARR C. Die Vermischung von Maßstäben der Regierungsführung: Politik und Praxis der Landnutzung im
Kleinstaat Luxemburg, Regional Studies. In diesem Beitrag wird argumentiert, dass eine mehrschichtige Regierungsführung zwar zum
Verständnis der Logik hinter Politiken zur integrierten nachhaltigen Entwicklung beiträgt, aber dass relationale multiskalare Ansätze
die tatsächlichen Veränderungen bei der Landnutzung im Kleinstaat Luxemburg genauer erklären. Diese Schlussfolgerungen beruhen
auf Untersuchungen der Planungspolitiken sowie auf Beobachtungen der Abläufe bei der Landnutzung im Wohnungswesen und
Einzelhandel. Zusätzlich wurden mehr als 60 Interviews mit lokalen Akteuren durchgeführt. Aus den Ergebnissen geht hervor,
dass die Akteure verschiedene Maßstäbe der Regierungsführung vermischen, um sich über die nationalen Richtlinien zur Umsetzung
von Veränderungen bei der Landnutzung hinwegzusetzen. Die Vermischung von Maßstäben erfolgt nicht immer auf strategische
oder vorteilhafte Weise, ist aber ein unvermeidlicher Prozess, der die Wechselwirkungen in einem Kleinstaat auszeichnet.
Regierungsführung

Maßstab

Vermischung von Maßstäben

Planung

Nachhaltige Entwicklung

Kleinstaaten

AFFOLDERBACH J. y CARR C. Combinar escalas de gobernanza: políticas y prácticas del uso de la tierra en el pequeño Estado de
Luxemburgo, Regional Studies. En este artículo argumentamos que aunque la gobernanza de varios niveles sirve para comprender la
lógica de las políticas de desarrollo sostenible integrado, los enfoques relacionales multiescalares explican con más precisión las
transformaciones reales del uso de la tierra en el pequeño Estado de Luxemburgo. Estas conclusiones se basan en estudios sobre políticas
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de planiﬁcación y en observaciones de los patrones del uso de la tierra con relación a la vivienda y el comercio minorista. Asimismo se
llevaron a cabo más de 60 entrevistas con protagonistas locales. Los resultados indican cómo los protagonistas combinan escalas de
gobernanza ignorando las directivas nacionales diseñadas para introducir cambios en el uso de la tierra. Combinar escalas no es
siempre estratégico o ventajoso, pero es un proceso inevitable que caracteriza las interacciones en un pequeño Estado.
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JEL classiﬁcations: O, O2, R, R1, R5, R14
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INTRODUCTION
The land-locked country of Luxembourg can be found
wedged between Belgium, France and Germany. Its territory spans a modest 2500 km2; and its population is just
over 500 000 (S TATEC , 2012, p. 9). It thus qualiﬁes as a
small state (GRYDEHØJ , 2011). However, the nation’s
leaders have successfully magniﬁed its political and
economic signiﬁcance through strong representation
in European Union cohesion politics and aggressive
ﬁscal policies. At the turn of the millennium it was
decided that the small state should focus on a 4% economic growth rate to best sustain its high quality-of-life
standards and national ﬁscal needs. This was related to
the aging citizenry, as well as to perceived needs to
maintain international competitiveness as a collective
community inextricably entwined in cross-border currents of various kinds (C ARR , 2013a). This target was
largely met through the expansion of the ﬁnancial
industry which has placed Luxembourg in the rankings
as 16th among global ﬁnancial centres and ﬁfth among
those across European (C ITY OF L ONDON and
Z/YEN G ROUP Ltd, 2010, p. 28). Together with
the associated service sectors, this industry generates
40% of the Grand Duchy’s gross domestic product
(GDP) (S CHULZ , 2009, p. 116). Luxembourg is the
seat of several European Union institutions (C HILLA ,
2009a, p. 14; 2009b, p. 16) and hosts roughly 20% of
the labour force that staffs the administrative bodies of
the entire European Union (CHILLA , 2011). Recently,
Luxembourg has become an increasingly attractive locational choice for big businesses (including Amazon,
PayPal, Ferrero Rocher and ArcelorMittal) searching
out places to establish headquarters (HESSE and
CARR , 2013).
While these changes have boosted the ﬁscal capacity
of the nation, they have also posed certain challenges.
Acute pressures include (but are not limited to), ﬁrst,
high rates of relative resident population increase
(E UROPEAN Commission, 2011). This is further compounded by ‘the biggest daily cross-border ﬂows of
any European region’ (O RGANIZATION FOR E CONOMIC C O - OPERATION AND DEVELOPMENT , 2007,
p. 31). On each working day the City of Luxembourg’s
population nearly doubles in size as commuters from
neighbouring countries enter to work (B ECKER and
H ESSE , 2010, p. 2). Second, these migration ﬂows
sustain a need to produce and manage respective infrastructures. They have produced low vacancy rates and

high real estate prices. Commuter trafﬁc has driven
needs for better-quality road and rail infrastructure.
Third, increased investment has driven development
in formerly agricultural lands, leading to debates about
biodiversity protection and suburbanization. Fourth,
the incoming ﬂows of labour have been met by an outmigration of residents and nationals settling in French,
German or Belgian municipalities, contributing to
higher cross-border interdependence and needs for
further cooperation under circumstances of governing
mismatch (A FFOLDERBACH , 2013; S CHULZ , 2013).
Fifth, considerably higher wages have had socially polarizing effects, squeezing low wage earners out of the
housing market and igniting discourses about the need
for lower priced housing. Sixth, and most relevant to
this paper, rapid change has strained the capacities and
abilities of existing institutions and governance structures of Luxembourg to respond to the new framework
conditions that were formerly structured around mining
industry and agriculture. This is not unrelated to the
small state character of Luxembourg, and the volatile
position of continually having to ﬁnd and adapt to
new niches in international ﬂows.
There was thus an urgent need for Luxembourg to
study these processes and ﬁnd solutions that ameliorate
the simultaneously surfacing social, political and
environmental problems. Searching out possibilities of
cross-border cooperation was one response (N IEDERMEYER and M OLL , 2007; V IDAL and N IEDERMEYER ,
2011). The set of integrative sustainable spatial planning
policies was another such response (DIEDERICH , 2011;
SCHULZ and CHILLA , 2011). Attempting to reign in
and steer development, the plans postulated a polycentric growth model while targeting sufﬁcient provision of housing, preventing sprawl, preserving green
spaces, densifying growth poles and enhancing public
transportation.
The set of spatial planning policy interventions were
modern in the sense that they mirrored current and normative debates of good governance that have arisen in
recent years in response to shifting global–local interdependencies and widespread vertical and horizontal
rescaling of authorities. Speciﬁcally, in the European
Union multilevel governance has been widely promoted to describe and explain the transfer and/or
sharing of authority and decision-making power from
the nation-state up to the European Union as well as
down to the local level (F EATHERSTONE and
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R ADAELLI , 2003). In this vein, the seminal works of
Hooghe and Marks (H OOGHE and M ARKS , 2001,
2003; M ARKS and H OOGHE , 2004) on multilevel governance have been widely adopted and have stirred
debates and studies of good governance, best-practice
state restructuring and strategy development. It is precisely these functional and rational logics that are
reﬂected in the Luxembourgish set of policy interventions. This paper examines the merits and limits of this
approach using the examples of housing and retail planning in Luxembourg.
While the multilevel governance literature provides
useful starting points for understanding the epistemology of policy and planning in Luxembourg, it is
considerably limited with respect to understanding
actual governance and land-use processes in this ‘small
state’ – a typology of nations often omitted in the political geographical social science literature (L ORIG and
H IRSCH , 2007). The present paper argues that multiscalar approaches are more fruitful in this regard, and
more accurately describe developmental steering in
Luxembourg. In recent years, work in urban and
regional political economy has raised issues of scale
and the relationship between actors and different geographic levels (C OX , 1998; C OX and J ONAS , 1993;
A MIN , 2004; J ESSOP , 2005; A LLEN and C OCHRANE ,
2007; M AHON and K EIL , 2009). These invoke questions concerning the recurring assumption of scale and
territorial ﬁxation that often forms the background of
‘multilevel’ governance analyses. Drawing on this literature, this paper proposes an analytical approach that
recognizes the ﬂuid, variable and context-speciﬁc character of governance where decision-making unfolds
between or across multiple interests, sectors and
borders, and where rules and responsibility are constantly redeﬁned.
This research was carried out employing a constructivist approach that combined the data from two
research projects, SUSTAINLUX and NEBOR,
funded by the National Research Fund Luxembourg:
(1) relevant policy documents were collected and surveyed; (2) over 60 one-hour qualitative conversational
interviews were performed with local planners, geographers, journalists, activists, government ofﬁcials, real
estate agents and representatives of economic interest
groups; and (3) context and discourse were further followed through participant observation. These methods
generated an archive of textual data from which processes of policy-making concerning economic and
cross-border development as well as sustainability and
land use in Luxembourg could be reconstructed.
The paper is structured as follows. First, the multilevel governance literature that informs Luxembourg
spatial planning is discussed. Here, Luxembourg’s
spatial planning strategies are described. Second, rescaling processes of urban and regional governance and land
use are explained. In particular, ﬁndings focus on contextualized practices and the role of actor interests in
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governance processes concerning the land-use organization of housing and retail. Third, the relevance to the
international discourses in urban and regional studies is
unfolded. The results and analyses of land-use practices
and respective governance patterns show: (1) a disconnect between Luxembourg’s national spatial planning
vision expressed in policy papers and the actual development patterns; and (2) a phenomenon whereby levels of
governance are conﬂated – not to the extent that scalar
decision-making hierarchies are obliterated, rather
blended. While not always strategic or actively
engaged in, this blending of scales permits land-use practices that blur the boundaries of participation, often
ignore ecological and social values, and foster further
unregulated development. The structural arrangements
of decision-making and power that underlie the
nation’s current developmental trajectory are thus
worthy of closer analysis. The results not only raise
awareness of the difﬁculties and contradictions that
arise in and characterize Luxembourg as a small state,
but also point to limitations in urban and regional
theory to understand governance and spatial planning
in such systems.

MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE AND THE
LOGIC OF SPATIAL PLANNING POLICIES
Governance has emerged as a key concept across a broad
ﬁeld of disciplines that study political processes in
various contexts including work on state-restructuring
and steering processes (H OOGHE and M ARKS , 2003;
J ORDAN , 2008; B RENNER , 2004; T REIB et al., 2007;
S TOKER , 1998). While the term has a variety of meanings, it is here understood as a broad process of political
steering that does not rest solely on governmental structures but includes private and voluntary sectors as well.
Governance is thus an analytical construct to explore
and assess social, spatial and political practice. Based primarily on observations of the European Union state
apparatus, H OOGHE and M ARKS (2001, 2003) and
M ARKS and H OOGHE (2004) developed the idea of
multilevel governance as a means of understanding
new and emerging authoritative arrangements as well
as a normative response to debates on the optimum
scale in sustainable governance and increased demands
for inclusive and open policy processes. In many ways
their work can be read as a comment on governmental
practices that addresses the hierarchical organization of
decision-making authority (H OOGHE and M ARKS
2003, p. 233).
Pivotal to their work and most useful for analysis are
H OOGHE and M ARKS ’ (2001, 2003) and M ARKS and
H OOGHE ’s (2004) two types of governance. Generalpurpose jurisdictions (Type I) described ‘Russian doll’
governance arrangements. These refer to levels of
decision-making from the local to the international,
where lower levels are contained within higher ones.
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Task-speciﬁc jurisdictions (Type II) were goal-oriented,
functional institutions consisting of a larger number of
jurisdictions at numerous ﬁxed scales. While Type I
and Type II are distinctly different, H OOGHE and
M ARKS (2001, 2003) argued that they are types of multilevel governance that can exist alongside each other.
This abstract model-like typology of multilevel governance responded to questions of government
organization:
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How should authority over such services be organized –
and for whom? Should the number of jurisdictions for
each urban area be limited, perhaps reduced to a single
unit, to produce responsibility? Or should urban areas
have numerous, overlapping, special-purpose local jurisdictions to increase citizen choice and ﬂexibility?
(HOOGHE and MARKS , 2003, p. 233)

These are indeed fundamental questions in urban and
regional governance studies, but their aim is clearly to
understand how best to arrange structures of
command and control in an environment of shifting
governmental powers. Moreover, H OOGHE and
M ARKS (2003) analyses remain bounded to questions
of jurisdictional redistribution and authority.
Hooghe and Marks’ approach has been widely
adopted by policy-makers, and those in Luxembourg
can be counted among them, as policy responses to
growth pressure reﬂect a similar hierarchical logic of jurisdiction, territory and rule. Luxembourg spatial planning policies and instruments come in two categories:
integrated sustainable development guidelines closed
in national forums, and land-use policy frameworks
generated at the local level and approved at the national
level (Fig. 1). Policies are directed at the rational organization of actors operating at the national and municipal
levels (Luxembourg does not have a regional administration). While Luxembourg is part of a number of
cross-border institutions and initiatives, no general
cross-border spatial planning arrangements are in place.
Integrated sustainable spatial planning is relatively
new in Luxembourg, having emerged in the late
1990s as a dual response to both growth pressure and
international sustainability directives (C ARR , 2013b).
Interviewees explained that at the time the newly established land-use planning was embedded within the
then-named Ministère de l’Environnement,1 which
was closely linked to international environmental
debates. Spatial planning policies were, thus, largely
informed by environmental objectives set in international forums such as the World Commission on
the Environment and Development and the Earth
Summit in Rio in 1992. In 2003, the Program Directeur
de l’Aménagement du Territoire (PDAT – Directive Programme for Urban and Regional Planning) (M INISTÈRE DE L ’INTÉRIEUR , 2003) was published. It was
born out of the Planning Law of 1999 (A MÉNAGEMENT DU TERRITOIRE , 1999) – the legal framework
introducing ‘sustainable development of its regions’

(p. 1403, Art. 5). Governmental ofﬁcials conﬁrm2 that
the PDAT: (1) had its epistemological roots in Rio;
(2) was different because it usurped the top-down
strategies that existed prior; and (3) introduced integrated, cross-sector planning to Luxembourg. The
PDAT also rested on the assumption of continued
growth pressure and it set the groundwork for further
empirical analyses concerning how spatially to coordinate further growth. This is seen in the Integratives
Verkehrs- und Landesentwicklungskonzept (IVL – Integrated Transport and Spatial Development Concept)
(INNENMINISTERIUM , TRANSPORTMINISTERIUM ,
M INISTERIUM FÜR Ö FFENTLICHE B AUTEN AND
UMWELTMINISTERIUM , 2004). Hand in hand with
the emergence of sustainable development initiatives,
the PDAT emerged foreseeing territorial growth along
a polycentric territorial pattern.
To execute the directives of the PDAT, more speciﬁc
Plans Sectoriels (Sector Plans) were developed to target
transport, woodland and landscape protection, housing,
and economic activity zones. Generally, the PDAT
and Sector Plans targeted polarization trends in Luxembourg with regards to the scarcity of housing, automobile
dependence and social fragmentation by identifying priority zones of productivity connected by efﬁcient transport conduits in a polycentric growth model. Together,
the Sector Plans outline a rational reordering of territories within Luxembourg to connect innovatively authorities otherwise disjointed and particulate across the
lower jurisdictions.
This research focused on the Plan Sectoriel Logement
(PSL – Sector Plan for Housing) (M INISTÈRE DES
C LASSES MOYENNES , DU T OURISME ET DU L OGEMENT AND M INISTÈRE DE L ’I NTÉRIEUR ET DE
L ’A MÉNAGEMENT DU TERRITOIRE , 2009) and the
Plan Sectoriel, Zones d’Activité Économiques (PSZAE –
Sector Plan for Economic Activity Zones) (M INISTÈRE
DE L ’E CONOMIE ET DU C OMMERCE E XTÉRIEUR
AND M INISTÈRE DE L ’I NTÉRIEUR ET DE L ’A MÉNAGEMENT DU TERRITOIRE , 2009). According to the
PSL, the primary challenges in housing were: the
annual increase of housing demand; the management
of a regional and spatial distribution of new housing;
the activation of building properties – that is, encouraging property owners to sell rather than speculate – on
the market and their efﬁcient usage; the encouragement
of ecological building standards; the securitization of
housing market accessibility; and the maintenance of
coordination and communication channels. The
PSZAE aimed at securing and allocating sufﬁcient land
for commercial development. The proposal provided
detailed regulations for land-use zoning with particular
emphasis on aspects of transportation and nature protection. For example, it restricts large-scale retail development to central places identiﬁed in the PDAT, existing
commercial centres or those already in planning.
Perhaps the most peculiar aspect of the integrated
spatial plans is that they are not binding. Other structures
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Fig. 1. Spatial planning instruments in Luxembourg
Source: Based on MINISTÈRE DE L ’I NTÉRIEUR ET À LA GRANDE RÉGION (2011), p. 3
have been put in place to steer development in the direction of the PDAT (explained below). However, neither
the Sector Plans nor the PDAT make legal demands on
respective authorities to cooperate. Nearly ten years
after the initial publication of the PDAT, the Sector
Plans are still only in their ‘draft stages’, waiting to be
legally sanctioned through the Règlements grands-ducaux
(Rules of Procedure). Still, this is yet to transpire. The
recently passed amendments of the planning law
(CHAMBRE DES DEPUTES , 2013), which, among other
changes, strengthen competencies of the respective ministry including expropriation through the pre-emptive
right of the national state and stronger restrictions on
developers, provide the legal framework ﬁnally to sanction the Sector Plans. But even embedded in the new
spatial planning legislation, the Sector Plans remain
vague enough to leave plenty of room for interpretation
and critics fear a ﬂood of legal actions and law suits. Governmental ofﬁcials made no excuse for this:
If I do not have […] the possibility of an exception in my
system, what do I do? Do I change my system when something comes that I have not predicted? No. I think it is
wiser to open a very small door with certain criteria and
to let the whole system work well for the rest. I don’t
know, if in ﬁve years […] some big business wants to

come to Luxembourg, where it would be obvious that
that would bring a lot of money, you know as well as I
do: If we don’t have the exception in our rule system,
then the parliament will change the rules in no time.
(Interview with a government ofﬁcial, 15 July 2011)

The example of the abolition of the retail moratorium
illustrates the situation. The moratorium on large-scale
retail was arbitrarily overturned in 2005 in order to
promote Luxembourg as a commercial centre of the
Grande Région (JUNCKER 2006, n.p.). Large-scale retail
development located in dispersed, non-integrated areas
has increased considerably since (A FFOLDERBACH and
B ECKER , 2011). In 2010, more than 200 000 m2 of
sales area had been approved, and an additional
160 000 m2 were in process, illustrating a stark contrast
to the polycentric development vision postulated by
the PDAT and IVL.
Institutionally, Luxembourg is divided into 106
municipalities, and land-use management – that is, the
actual conversion of private and municipal properties
– is their domain. As municipalities are each equipped
with executive municipal councils (Schöffenräte), they
retain regulatory powers that include police regulations,
infrastructure for primary education and childcare, water
supply, sewage, and road maintenance. They also
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maintain the civil registries and administer social assistance. Moreover, they oversee the generation of
general and partial land-use plans (Plan d’aménagement
general (PAG) and Plan d’aménagement particulier (PAP))
and zoning regulations (Règlementations sur les bâtisses).
The PAGs and PAPs were introduced in 2004
through the Local and Urban Planning Law revised in
2011 (A MÉNAGEMENT C OMMUNAL ET D ÉVELOPPEMENT URBAIN , 2011) – parallel to the PDAT, but in
a separate ministry – as a means of binding municipal
development to the PDAT. To ensure this, all plans
are approved by the respective ministries in the national
government. The introduction of these procedures was
seen as a complication of existing procedures with rather
inconsistent and contradictory implications. Interviewed
architects complained that it was difﬁcult to keep up
with the new building codes, that it was an incredibly
complex process and that building permits are ultimately
difﬁcult to obtain:
We organized an internal watch of regulations of certiﬁcations and technologies. […] I really spend a serious part of
my time going to learning sessions, spreading the word
internally and explaining it. […] It’s changing a lot.
[ … ] It’s endless, it’s just endless, but we do it.
(Interview with an architect, 18 January 2012)

Meanwhile, some clearly proﬁted from the new
procedures:
For me, it is genius. It is impossible to understand anything
at all. I need a lawyer here who is doing all day, nothing
else than paying attention that we are knowing all the
different laws and so on. I think that if they are going on
like this, in ﬁve years, it is impossible to build a house
without a lawyer. […] I saw the Minister at a meeting,
and I told him, ‘Listen, this is impossible what you are
doing,’ and he told me, ‘yes, now I have the possibility
to cancel nearly any PAG,’ and I answered him, ‘So do
I. I have also the possibility.’ And from this moment on,
it is a national sport to attack any PAG or PAP.
(Interview with a lawyer, 6 February 2012)

The PAGs and PAPs were at least in theory designed to
set up a structure of land-use regulation, whereby designated authorities approve territorial plans while defending their local or sector jurisdictions. However,
regulations and procedures were constructed in so
complex a manner that it takes years to complete a
single building project. This has successfully sustained
higher land prices, and a steady income for some.
Until the law of 1999 (A MÉNAGEMENT DU
TERRITOIRE , 1999), infrastructure and development
unfolded through the atomized boundaries of municipal
autonomy. Integrated cross-sector planning did not
exist. Rather integrated spatial planning emerged in
response to growth pressure and hand in hand with
the emergence of sustainable development as an internationally legitimate objective. In Luxembourg, sustainability objectives translated into the production of the
PDAT that foresaw polycentric growth patterns

following a hierarchy of growth poles efﬁciently connected by transport conduits. At the same time, and
alongside the introduction of the PAGs and PAPs,
they allowed the rational planning and arranging of
properties within the nation. The set of spatial planning
instruments that were designed over the last 15 years can
thus be seen as an attempt to construct a state apparatus
that would align and reinforce certain levels of authority
and open up transparent regulations and procedures.
The pitfalls of this approach (complex bureaucracy,
higher land prices, the inability to create binding regulations) signal other processes of rescaling unfolding parallel and less obvious, which indicate that the clean,
rational approach of multilevel governance is limited.

RESCALING AND BLENDING IN SMALL
STATE GOVERNANCE
Critics have questioned the real explanatory power and
applicability of H OOGHE and M ARKS ’ (2001, 2003)
concept of multilevel governance, the logics of which
are evident in Luxembourgish spatial planning policies.
Conceptual limitations concern what B RENNER
(2009) has called ‘methodological territorialism’ (p. 31)
and ‘scalar centrism’ (p. 32) – as well as a tendency to
focus on government rather than non-government
actors or informal and networked circuits of power
and decision-making (J ORDAN , 2001, 2008; J ESSOP ,
2005, 2006; J ONAS , 2006; A LLEN and C OCHRANE ,
2007; F ALUDI , 2012). The ‘continued focus on levels
of government positioned within nested hierarchies
and the emphasis on forms of vertical interdependence’
(A LLEN and C OCHRANE , 2007, p. 1166) fails to grasp
what J ESSOP (2006) further described as the ‘tangled
and shifting nature of dominant, nodal, and marginal
levels of government in different areas’ (p. 151)
because the debate repeatedly falls back to multiple polities bounded by territorial borders (J ORDAN , 2001).
Further, F ALUDI (2012) expressed concerns about the
conﬂated meaning of governance and government,
and in line with A LLEN and C OCHRANE (2007), he criticized the neglect of non-government actors, particularly in general-purpose jurisdictions that empties the
meaning of governance. While multilevel governance
runs the risk of being caught up in a territorial and
ﬁxed conceptualization of scale and space, work in political economy and scale theory has understood space as
relational and transformed by more ﬂuid and negotiable
sets of socio-political relationships that require a contextualized analysis. Empirical applications of this conceptualization of space can be seen in comparative urban
studies (R OBINSON , 2011; M C F ARLANE , 2010),
policy mobility (M C C ANN and W ARD , 2010;
T EMENOS and M C C ANN , 2012), or in transnational
urbanism (P RATT , 2004; S MITH , 2001), to name a
few. ‘Russian doll’ multilevel governance is thus but
one speciﬁc structural organization of scales and
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decision-making. Multi-scalar analysis demands a more
ﬂuid and dynamic imagination of actor relationships
that pays close attention to different scopes and opportunities that agents have.
Scale theory has a long history, and M ARSTON et al.
(2005) provide an informative overview. C OX ’s (1998)
work on ‘spaces of dependence’ and ‘spaces of engagement’ is, however, a useful starting point as it underscores processes of renegotiation and the rescaling of
responsibilities and power dynamics between actors.
Drawing on a number of illustrative case studies, C OX
(1998) and C OX and J ONAS (1993) demonstrated
how the constraints of ‘spaces of dependence’ for different agents including government and private interests,
namely housing developers, utilities and state agencies,
vary. In order to overcome these restrictions, agents strategically create new ‘spaces of engagement’ to extend
their power and to control the activities of others.
Through networks and exchange with ‘other centres
of social power’ (C OX , 1998, p. 15), actors achieve
their ends. Contributions to scale theory have similarly
addressed the questions of how actors strategically position themselves towards their speciﬁc agendas and
self-gain. SMITH (2008) observed how agents actively
appropriate scale: actors can ‘jump scale’ and harness
the necessary levels of power to levy change, or they
can ‘bend scale’, that is, ‘undermine existing arrangements which tie particular social activities to certain
scales (MAC KINNON , 2011, p. 25). Multi-scalar spatial
analyses are thus a powerful means of understanding
the multitude of ways in which actors manoeuvre and
exert change in the ‘production of social space’, to paraphrase L EFEBVRE (1991, p. 26).
Yet, M AGNUSSON (2009) reminds us that not all
units of measurement are applicable to all places – in
particular small places. Luxembourg would be one
such example. Even the notions of ‘scale jumping’ and
‘scale bending’, powerful as they are, demand a certain
unit of size and measure, which are less tangible in the
small state of Luxembourg. The following shows how
processes in a small state – where power structures are
horizontal, resources are limited and where close knit
relations characterize internal interactions – are not yet
captured by the current vocabulary of scale theory. In
particular, it is shown how scaled domains of activity
in small states are, rather, blurred and conﬂated, and
further that this small state condition opens up spaces
of engagement that may or may not be directional, strategic or active. How scale blending situates in the existing literature is illustrated in Fig. 2.
There is a tendency in the scale theory literature to
conceptualize scales as separate and distinct levels of
social engagement. The district, city, state, national
and international are often conceived in layers. S WYNGEDOUW (2009), for example, discussed how the
mobilization of national policies in Spain affected
water availability in speciﬁc regions. Similarly, C OX
and J ONAS (1993, p. 22) showed how developers

7

tactically endorsed state-wide legislation to enact
certain development at city and district levels. In
another piece, C OX (1998, pp. 8–9) showed how residents of small town Chackmore in the south-east of
England engaged a national strategy of political lobbying
to resist development in their local park – their ‘space of
dependence’. Agents constructed ‘through a network of
associations a space of engagement through which to
achieve mitigation’ (C OX , 1998, pp. 3–4). This work
is pivotal in uncovering strategies of power and understanding that government boundaries are not absolute,
as is suggested in ‘Russian doll’ conceptions of territory
and governance.
To the degree that levels can be separated in a small
state, it is also useful in understanding the strategic manoeuvrings of actors in Luxembourg. Implicit in this conception, however, is that processes of ‘jumping scale’ are
directional. Actors engage resources at higher or lower
levels to leverage desired change at another targeted
level. One jumps from one prevailing level to another,
or one bends a prevailing scale to one’s own advantage.
Yet, Luxembourg is a nationally bounded space that is
a simultaneously international and local place: while vertical domains can be identiﬁed, they rarely exist as
mutually exclusive arenas. C OX ’s (1998) ‘spaces of
dependence’ are often conﬂated with ‘spaces of engagement’. This is seen clearly in the land-use practices of
housing and commerce in Luxembourg, where actors
redeﬁne and take on different roles in different vertically
oriented domains through a blending of scales. This is
possible because borders between different responsibilities and authorities are blurred and conﬂated, and
actors can pick, choose and blend these scalar structures
as well as their roles within them. Blending, then,
describes the manoeuvrings that actors employ in situations where the scales are collapsed and hardly distinguishable from one another. It is perhaps worth
noting that this conceptualization of vertical domains of
activity has been criticized by others who plainly reject
scale theory in favour of a ‘ﬂat alternative’ (M ARSTON
et al., 2005, p. 424). Blending does not go quite this far,
as to obliterate the vertical. Instead, the directionality is
fuzzy, ﬂexibilizing actor relations themselves.
The smallness of Luxembourg’s political community
renders a situation in which everyone knows each other,
and many residents know their mayor or chamber
representative personally.3 There is even a joke in Luxembourg that represents the politics of this:
If a Mayor wants something, he makes a call in the
morning, and sits on the sofa with the Minister in the afternoon.
(Interview with a government ofﬁcial, 19 January 2012)

As one analyst explained:
The politicians look to their public environment, which is
what I call the ‘horizontal level’ […] and these circles are
really absolutely ﬂat because someone from ‘here’
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Fig. 2. Orienting scale blending in the literature

[gesturing to someone outside the administration yet on
the same level] can talk to him.
(Interview with a media analyst, 14 July 2011)

It is thus not uncommon that actors of converging,
commensurate or even opposing political positions
meet face to face and either informally or formally inﬂuence policy. As a further illustration: in a newsletter
published by and for members of Friends of the Earth
Luxembourg (MOUVEMENT ECOLOGIQUE (MECO),
2011, p. 4), a photograph shows the president of
MECO browsing an exhibition alongside the grand
duke, and another shows her sitting between the two
ministers of the Ministère du Développement durable et des
Infrastructures (Ministry of Sustainable Development
and Infrastructure). These display the unusually close
and largely horizontal power distances that characterize
politics in Luxembourg, which permit scale blending.
This ‘system of short distances’ is, on the one hand,
open – as the analyst described – and allows actors to
access different administrative levels of decisionmaking and vice versa. On the other hand, it is closed
because it leaves some wondering if ﬁnal impacting
decisions were through informal and interpersonal ties,
rather than formal and democratic forums.
Vertical and restrictive domains of land-use regulation were signiﬁed by interviewees who identiﬁed
the small size and capacity of the municipalities, as
well as the relative power and inﬂuence of the property
market, as problematic. It was repeatedly stated that

smaller municipalities lacked specialist planning staff,
structural and legal instruments to coordinate, and
ﬁnancial resources.4 These statements surfaced as a complaint against the national government about lack of
resources, which are certainly not unique to small
states. However, they also surfaced as an observation
of the conditions of small populations. In Luxembourg,
51% of residents hold Luxembourgish citizenship; half
of those are retired or unemployed; and another
(already) 40% work as public servants (C HAMBRE DE
COMMERCE , 2012). While municipal complaints can
be traced back to ﬁnancial constraints and wealth distributional issues, others are simply a result of the limited
pool of human resources. While there may be some
obvious ways to relieve the situation through law
changes with respect to naturalization and language
requirements, until now it has forced many Luxembourgish citizens to ‘wear two hats’. This is also seen
in the Chamber of Deputies where two-thirds fulﬁl a
second function as members of executive municipal
councils (Schöffenräte) (C ARR , 2013b).
The shortage in human resources fosters a sustained
search for more staff, and in this situation municipalities
are often willing to accommodate investor demands in
order to beneﬁt from tax revenues. Investors and developers often also supply a certain degree of expertise that
is otherwise absent:
For a real estate developer, it is much easier to do something quite fast in a small Municipality, where you have

Blending Scales of Governance in Luxembourg
a plot of land, where you have small technical staff, [and]
nobody can really discuss things. You try to get the
mayor on your side and you are already on the winning
side.
(Interview with a government ofﬁcial, 15 July 2011)

If it is easier, existing directives can also be set aside:
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Spatial planning objectives are discarded if developers
appear strong. There is a saying that spatial planning is currently appropriated by developers.
(Interview with a non-governmental organization
(NGO) representative, 24 November 2010)

This was particularly visible in municipal commerce
development, exempliﬁed by the planned outlet centre
of 76 000 m2 and football stadium in Livange near the
small town of Roeser. This was particularly controversial
because: (1) Roeser is located in the greenbelt, and thus
national actors were overriding their own spatial planning directives; and (2) key actors behind the plan were
clearly connected through short circular relationships of
political and private interests. Some of the key proponents wore ‘two hats’, representing both the Ministère
de l’Économie et du Commerce extérieur (Ministry of Economic Affairs) and the Département ministériel des Sports
(Department of Sports). As one interviewee concluded,
‘The wealth of some of the richest Municipalities is
ascribed to tax revenues from commerce.’5 Actors can
thus ally with various agents and their interests who are
positioned in their social vicinity to induce desired
changes. The effect is that municipal development is
often private-property driven, where power is given to
individual interests, i.e. investors and landowners.
While blending can certainly be advantageous (for
some at least), this is not always the case. In scale
theory, ‘scale jumping’ and ‘bending’ is always portrayed
as an active choice, that is, agents strategically choose to
engage certain milieus towards the purposes of exerting
change at a different scale (S WYNGEDOUW , 2009; C OX
and J ONAS , 1993; C OX , 1998). Scale blending is less
active: actors are simultaneously in both scales. This is,
indeed, seen when actors operationalize their ‘two
hats’ as a space of engagement. However, it is also
seen in its dysfunction: ‘Two hats’ can present problems.
One interviewee explained that it was difﬁcult to have a
trusted discussion within the ministry with the knowledge that colleagues have close connections to other
agencies. This hampers the frankness of insider discussions. It is also a problem to work conﬁdentially:
We have a huge problem keep[ing] things secret. [T]here
are certain things which are discussed in Ministries that are
not for the wider public. […] You have to be able to
discuss things before you come to the point where you
say: ‘OK, now it’s time to go outside.’ And so, we have
big problems with leaks in our information and it’s very
difﬁcult to be able to work in a certain serenity on major
issues.
(Interview with a government ofﬁcial, 15 July 2011)
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This shows that the ‘two hats’, which one may not be
able to remove, can be a space of ‘disengagement’.
This is blending by default. Because networks are tight
knit, actors do not always have the choice to jump,
harness and engage. Blending scales is, thus, both
empowering and decapacitating.

CONCLUSIONS
Luxembourg’s growth pressure in the late 1990s and
2000s presented a new set of challenges for policymakers that resulted in the introduction of integrated
planning policies. The planning instruments were in
line with concurrent normative modes of sustainable
development, while operationalizing concepts of multilevel governance. These ran against domestic structures
and practices, however, revealing a mismatch in the
sense that the set of policies unrealistically addressed
actual processes of land use in Luxembourg. The latter
is well explained with scale theory. Scale blending, in
particular, explains the unusual actor networks in the
small state of Luxembourg, which have driven de
facto market-oriented development, and thus new challenges for governance. Speciﬁcally, at least four main
conclusions can be derived from the observations of
governance and land-use practices in the small state of
Luxembourg.
First, Luxembourg’s integrative sustainable development policies, generated through national and international circuits, resemble what H OOGHE and
M ARKS (2001, 2003) might classify as a Type I governance: general-purpose jurisdictions, non-intersecting
memberships, a limited number of jurisdictional levels
and a systemwide durable architecture. Luxembourg
governing ofﬁcials understand their political structure
as a collection of discrete jurisdictional entities umbrellaed by a national level. Accordingly, Luxembourg’s
integrative sustainable development policies follow a
top-down, territorial logic where implementation is
solely a problem of coordinating the jurisdictions and
addressing appropriate authorities. Similarly, the socalled sector approach of the PDAT remains conﬁned
to state structure and said government authorities. The
merits of the approach were the promises of rationalized
organization of actors and territories towards the
strengthening of European-wide economic ﬂows and
sustainable development of its member states.
The limitation of this approach was the inapplicability to local contexts, which is the second point: the policies were targeted at an environment where levels of
governance are conﬂated, and scalar hierarchies of
decision-making are blended. There thus exists a discrepancy between the design of Luxembourg’s integrative
planning policies that draw on the territorial, rigid and
hierarchical understandings of scale and actual land-use
processes which are better explained by more ﬂexible,
ﬂuid and relational conceptions of scale. Luxembourg’s
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land-use processes reveal a blending of scales, where
borders between different responsibilities and authorities
are blurred and conﬂated, and where actors can engage
in, or be disengaged by, blended scalar structures as well
as their roles within them. Scalar polities are not only
challenged and undermined, but also interchangeable
and re-deﬁnable. Agents take advantage (and disadvantage) of a converged or a mélange of scalar hierarchies to
access and appropriate decision-making structures. This
is seen when individuals occupy and take advantage of
more than one position at one time, a condition that
is fostered and exacerbated in a small state situation. It
enables actors to harness converging spheres of governance, blur the boundaries between public and private
interests, and override sector jurisdictions.
Third, scale blending has signiﬁcant consequences:
both in terms of power relationships and openness of
governance processes as well as land-use practices. The
current policy impasse in Luxembourg is leading to
uncontrolled development, which stands in stark contrast to the envisioned integrated model. As integrated
sustainable development necessarily encompasses problems of ecological development, biodiversity protection and, of course, wider questions of nature–culture
relationships, the case of Luxembourg reveals little optimism for progress in any of these debates. All these
aspects are of secondary importance in a system that
de facto prioritizes economic growth. Further, neither
the set of integrated sustainable development policies
nor the practice of blending scales in land-use translates
into more democratic, inclusive decision-making structures. Scale blending has its advantages for those who
have the means to harness it. The negative impacts,
however, are also manifold. Scale blending results in
non-transparent and exclusive politics and other
non-democratic procedures. Actors, operating in selfinterest, frequently bypass, undermine and reconﬁgure
governance arrangements through informal circuits of
decision-making and networked exchanges. The end
result is a level of opacity in the decision-making
process. Breaking up these political structures that currently seem closely entangled with private interests
requires not primarily a reordering of authorities and
responsibilities but more an opening up of social

structures and social constructs, to ensure participation
and involvement of stakeholder and interested parties.
Fourth, the ﬁndings present insights on actor
relationships, circuits of power, and unintended consequences that practitioners and policy-makers (of
smaller and larger states alike) might reﬂect upon. A
focus on multiple polities rather than multi-actors, as
often reﬂected in work on multilevel governance, runs
not only the risk of implying a certain hierarchy of
space, but also potentially reduces the debate to good
governance and best practices concerning the question
of the appropriate scale of decision-making. Meanwhile,
the networked and messy arrangements of multi-scalar
blending put traditional, hierarchical forms of regulation
and coordination into question and require explanatory
frameworks outside of the ‘Russian doll’ model of governance. This suggests that a different language of urban
and regional theory is required in order to understand
governance and spatial planning – in small state
systems in particular. The concept of blending contributes to this project by widening the applicability of scale
theory.
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NOTES
1. Interviews held on 21 July, 27 and 28 June 2011.
2. Interviews held on 21 July, 27 and 28 June 2011.
3. Interview with applied geographers, 27 May and 30 June
2011.
4. Interviews with a government ofﬁcial and an applied geographer, 31 January 2012.
5. Interview with a business association representative, 25
November 2010.
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