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As a result of the adoption of Agenda 21 at the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit,
numerous action plans and sustainability policies have been drawn up that
address different regions and sectors at varying scales. Many of these plans have
just turned out to be political declarations and have not really managed to
steer reality in the direction of sustainability. However, in some places, citizen
participation and involvement has made them into real processes of social and
environmental transformation. Very few places have conducted an exhaustive
review of the impact of these plans, and fewer still have thought about their
future.

Measuring and modelling sustainability is one of the research lines of the
UNESCO Chair of Sustainability since it was set up in 1996. Modelling tools and
system dynamics have been used for initiatives ranging from workshops on
future scenarios using Professor Mesarovic’s GLOBESIGHT methodology to
doctoral theses on Rwanda’s load capacity and future world CO2 emission
scenarios, through to future sustainability scenarios in Andorra and Terrassa.
Other topics covered by doctoral theses supervised by the UNESCO Chair
have included methodological proposals for assessing the scarcity of water,
urban sustainability, regional sustainability, the health-illness phenomenon, higher
education, gender issues, development on a human scale and a long et cetera. 

The two successful editions of the International Conference on Sustainability
Measurement and Modelling that we organised in the city of Terrassa (2006
and 2009) reflect our interest in this line of research, as well as the Chair’s
ability to attract international stakeholders. In view of the above, the journal’s
editorial committee decided to devote this issue of Sostenible? to sustainable
measurement and modelling.

This issue has four contributions. The first is by Gilberto Gallopin, an
internationally renowned expert in the assessment of sustainability who
delivered the keynote speech at the abovementioned conference in 2009. In his
paper, El desarrollo sostenible desde una perspectiva sistémica (Sustainable
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Development from a Systemic Perspective), he provides a rigorous and all too
necessary reflection on the meaning of “sustainable development” and
“sustainability” and the nuances that separate them. He advocates a systemic
perspective as an indispensable preliminary step in approaching any tool or
strategy for assessing these concepts with rigour.

José Juan de Felipe and Bàrbara Sureda, lecturers from the UNESCO
Sustainability Chair at the UPC, have submitted a study on the ecological
footprint of the city of Terrassa. The paper goes beyond the simple – but
nevertheless extremely interesting – calculation of this well-known
environmental index. On the one hand, the authors have studied the evolution
of this index in the past and, on the other, they analyse its possible evolution
based on a number of scenarios simulated using a dynamic systems model. In
short, the study demonstrates the importance of using a set of systemic
methodologies for analysing aspects related to the sustainability of a system. 
In the third paper, the architect Josep Maria Llop Torné, director of the
UNESCO Chair of Intermediate Cities: Urbanisation and Development at the
University of Lleida, tackles the assessment of urban sustainability based on the
compactness-proximity and habitability-accessibility paradigm. He proposes,
justifies and discusses the index of regional compactness, which he defines as
the relationship between the core functions of some of the public services and
private concerns that are found in city centres, and outlying regions, where a
high proportion of the population lives but is usually classified as “rural”, despite
its direct and commonplace relationship with the city.

Finally, the last paper was written by Luis Jiménez Herrero, the current director
of the Observatory on Sustainability in Spain (OSE). This special paper is much
longer than the others, and is in fact longer than any other paper published in
the journal to date. This original piece of work was written especially for this
issue and traces the author’s long trajectory and broad experience in the
assessment of sustainability from his privileged position as the director of an
institution such as the OSE.

The paper goes beyond an analysis of assessment tools. We believe that the
author’s ability to combine theoretical analysis and practical case studies will
make this paper a veritable work of reference in the study of sustainability. The
exceptional length of this paper compared with the generally accepted standard
in this journal is more than justified by its singular nature and the interest it will
arouse.


