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Propositions 

1. More than a local structure, the office building transcends the city's skyline 
interconnecting urban spaces via information flows. 

"This thesis" 

2. Transnational buildings as nodal points between global flows and local in­
frastructures can trigger the ecological modernisation of the urban environ­
ment. 

"This thesis" 

3. If "architecture is a technique determined by social problems" (Oscar Nie-
meyer, Brazilian architect) and "ecological problems are growing social 
problems" (Ecological Modernisation Theory) it follows that ecological 
problems shall more and more dictate the development of architecture. 

4. One bee makes no honey; one grain makes no rice soup. A single tree makes 
no forest; one string makes no music. (Chinese proverb) 
Local environmental politics in combination with global environment 
management strategies may turn isolated green building examples into 
worldwide sustainable urban infrastructures. 

5. By internationalising Ecological Modernisation Theory through scholarship 
programmes directed especially at developing country researchers, Dutch 
academics and policy makers are diffusing worldwide the Dutch pragma­
tism to tackle environmental problems. 

Universities are also transnational spaces, hubs of globalisation where ideas 
evolve. Exchanges among transnational students and researchers should al­
ways be fostered worldwide - not only for the development of science today 
but also for achieving social justice among nations tomorrow. 

These propositions belong to the dissertation "Transnational Buildings in Local 
Environments", defended by Luciana Melchert Saguas Presas on March 30th 2004 
at 16:00 hours in the Auditorium of Wageningen University. 
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1 
Introduction 

Figure 1.1 
Commerzbank headquarters, Frankfurt. 

IN 1997, THE TALLEST skyscraper of Europe was inaugurated in the centre of 
Frankfurt to serve as the headquarters of a major German bank. Beyond its techni­
cal innovations, this building also marked a major step in the urban policy field - it 
was the first skyscraper constructed to comply with ecological conditions. These 
conditions represented the outcome of a long decision-making process, involving 
the bank's directors, local politicians, and utility managers. After years of negotia­
tions, they became the basis of a covenant signed by the bank and Frankfurt's urban 
planning department. 

The first ideas for the Commerzbank headquarters (see Figure 1.1) had in 
fact come forward in the 1980s, when the directors decided to construct a large of­
fice complex in the city centre with the goal of relocating the staff, at that time scat­
tered in different office units in Frankfurt. While several feasibility studies were 
carried out by then and various options considered, the project was time and again 
opposed to by strict municipal policies aiming to outlaw high-rise developments. 
Among other drawbacks, such a building would pose a burden to the local infra­
structure and environment, worsen traffic congestion, and break ranks with the lo­
cal architectural style. 

A more flexible approach seeking to balance such interests would only be 
made possible some years later when, paradoxically, the German green party as­
cended to the local government. The proposed solution was to subject the construc­
tion permit to a series of criteria that would benefit the city, to be negotiated be-
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tween the different parties. These criteria included a range of ecological factors, 
including prescriptions for a reduction of energy consumption. 

These prescriptions, too, represented a major move in the energy policy 
field. Since the 1970s, German policies had mainly insisted on end-of-pipe strate­
gies, such as targeting the energy use of air-conditioning and other energy-intensive 
equipments. With this project, urban planners aimed to go one step forward and in­
troduce clean technology approaches, creating the first naturally lit and ventilated 
skyscraper in the world. 

The architecture of the Commerzbank was developed thereby around an 
equilateral triangle surrounding a central atrium, with a cladding system based on a 
triple glazed layer, allowing natural ventilation in the tower, hence decreasing its 
cooling load. As a result, the building achieved a high level of energy efficiency, 
consuming around 60 percent less energy than a regular building constructed in a 
similar climate for the same purpose in the same era. In addition, it achieved a quite 
high degree of overall environmental performance by incorporating a water effi­
ciency system, considerations for the use of materials and indoor micro-
environmental quality, and minimum parking facilities to encourage the use of pub­
lic transport. 

And it also turned out to be a good investment, at least in terms of market­
ing, despite the high costs involved. The directors claim that with its new headquar­
ters, the Commerzbank produced a global icon sealing the image of a solid and in­
novative multinational company seriously committed to its social and environ­
mental responsibilities. 

But to what extent would such environmental responsibilities also apply to 
the design and operation of the bank's offices elsewhere? While this building re­
ceived much publicity highlighting the bank's environmental concerns, it appears 
that no further questions have been raised as to whether the Commerzbank fulfils 
the same environmental standards in its premises in other cities. If it does, is it then 
possible to conceptualise the environmental innovations deployed in a building in 
Frankfurt as the anchor for a transnational network of urban environmental man­
agement? 

Transnational buildings in local environments 

This turn of millennium is an era of pronounced transformations. Information tech­
nologies have revolutionised the means of production, changing labour relations, 
and allowing a dispersal of economic activities around the globe. This era is also 
marked by the liberalisation of financial markets and basic services and the multi­
plication of foreign direct investments and international trade activities worldwide. 
Companies, too, have internationalised their activities along global assembly lines, 
as their factories, deposits, and headquarters are now dispersed on different conti­
nents. And cities, conversely, have become sites where this new dynamics is re-
centralised, serving as agglomeration centres for the co-ordination and management 
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of a complex web of activities of global economic institutions. Sociologists claim 
that with globalisation major cities as London, Paris, New York, and others have 
become 'nodes and hubs' at the crossroads of circuits of people, information, capi­
tal, and goods that traverse them (Castells, 1996; Smith, 2001). 

As a result, the city has also been undergoing marked transformations in the 
era of globalisation. Certain 'transnational urban spaces' have emerged, which, 
while located within a national territory, provide a direct and continuous link be­
tween the local and the global. These include business districts, export-processing 
zones, offshore banking centres, and corporate headquarters connecting key cities 
and creating, in tum, a network of simultaneity in which local, translocal, and 
transnational ideas, images, technologies, and management practices navigate. 
Consequently, within cities a context of 'transnational urbanisation' is now devel­
oping, as these transterritorial connections of social practices - from above and 
from below - are now fusing in the urban space, to some extent homogenising, 
worldwide, its metabolism and shape. More and more we see that major cities are 
growing alike as well as undergoing the same kinds of transformations - to the ex­
tent that they are now composed and occupied largely by the same architects, 
investors, suppliers, developers, and global economic agents. 

A number of authors have analysed these transformations by focusing on 
their different facets - e.g. the effects on spatial planning, local labour markets, lo­
cal culture, etc. The urban environment, however, still remains a relatively un­
touched topic of research in these debates. Along the spatial and economic trans­
formation that major cities have been undergoing with globalisation, multiple envi­
ronmental stresses are also being added to the urban space - stresses for which of­
fice buildings bear a significant share of responsibility. 

In the first place, the density of the urban tissue is increasing considerably 
due to the agglomeration of economic activities. This is prompting a sharp agglom­
eration as well as verticalisation of the urban space - turning it into a kind of 
'dome' of environmental challenges that concentrates pollution, heat absorbing ma­
terials, reflective surfaces, and on the like. As a result, office buildings are more 
and more compelled to adopt 'environmentally sealed' designs to avoid external 
pollution, such as the 'glass box' concept (e.g. curtain wall). In doing so, they are 
also becoming more and more dependant on automated, resource intensive systems 
of acclimatisation and lighting to operate - translating into higher running costs and 
significant environmental loads. It follows that, irrespective of the location, the ur­
ban space is being trapped into a vicious circle of worsening exterior environment 
and a spiralling consumption of natural resources. 

Dealing with the environmental externalities of the urban office stock is a 
multifaceted challenge. As the Commerzbank's case shows, it demands a scope of 
strategies spanning many scales, from the level of individual buildings to total ur­
ban planning, and encompassing policy, managerial, and technical solutions. It also 
involves social dynamics concerning a wide range of actors - regulatory, planning 
and environmental institutions, companies, investors, contractors, energy and water 
utilities, among others - with possible conflicting interests. Adding to this com-

3 
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plexity, this web of interests is further entangled in a globalising modernity as these 
actors are also part of global networks of stakeholders, such as multinational com­
panies, international property investors, foreign contractors, and global utilities. 

The aim of this study is to analyse how both cities and companies are man­
aging environmental flows (e.g. energy and water) in urban office buildings, but to 
also go one step further. Beyond exploring how urban environmental reforms are 
developing in the era of globalisation - the diverging interests and concerns of local 
and global actors, their power relations, and decision-making processes in the con­
tinuum public-private - this study intends to explore the extent to which global 
companies such as the Commerzbank may constitute worldwide channels for the 
consolidation of new approaches, or new rationales, for enhancing the environ­
mental performance of office buildings in different cities. Its main hypothesis is 
that, while migrating to different cities bringing into the urban space homogenising 
effects in terms of environmental disruption, the system of global companies may 
also bring in positive influences, which one way or another may trigger an envi­
ronmental reform or an ecological modernisation of office buildings from city to 
city. Thus, while globalisation may intensify local environmental problems of ma­
jor cities, it may also contribute to their reversal. 

Central research question 

The hypothesis that global companies may contribute to the ecological modernisa­
tion of office buildings brings the central question of this research to light. Since 
the 1970s onwards, environmental observers have diverged opinions on the role of 
transnational economic agents vis-à-vis the environment, as to whether they con­
tribute to the globalisation of environmental problems or to the globalisation of en­
vironmental reforms. Many environmentalists have argued that gaps in national en­
vironmental standards draw the most polluting Organisation for Economic Co­
operation and Development (OECD) industries to developing countries, creating 
pollution havens and propelling a 'race to the bottom' in environmental standards. 
Conversely, proponents of globalisation have claimed that global market forces 
may also diffuse best management practices and that multinational companies, in 
most cases from OECD countries, create pollution 'halos' in developing countries. 
Yet, while international environmental conventions, codes of conduct, and the like1 

have increasingly pressed multinational companies to homogenise their environ­
mental standards on a global scale, this is not necessarily so with the environmental 
impacts of their physical premises: buildings, offices, facilities, and the like. Like­
wise, while environmental innovations are being more and more incorporated into 
the running of corporate offices at least as far as their home-countries are con-

1 For instance, the International Chamber of Commerce Business Charter for Sustainable Devel­
opment, Agenda 21, OECD guidelines, and the Coalition for Environmentally Responsive Econo­
mies (CERES) Principle, among others. 
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cemed, the extent to which this is happening on a global scale remains under-
investigated. 

Still, the urban space has traditionally been dealt with by locally embedded 
planning and regulatory processes, as well as serviced by local utility companies. 
We therefore may assume that approaches in urban/environmental policies adopted 
by different cities - a product of the different political systems, markets, and stake­
holder relations, among others - may either facilitate, stimulate, or perhaps over­
rule the potential import of environmental innovations into the urban space through 
this transnational corporate network. In this context, evaluating the mechanisms 
through which multinational companies are putting in place in-house environmental 
management approaches in their different offices worldwide, requires an evaluation 
of the interface between the environmental management routines triggered by such 
companies and the diverse local environmental management routines embedded in 
the different cities where they operate. In this respect, the central question this 
study seeks to answer is: How is the environmental restructuring of transnational 
buildings developing at the interface between corporate environmental strategies 
and urban environmental policies? 

To deal with this question, this study is carried out along three strands of 
specific objectives: 
• Analyse the environmental profile of the premises of global companies and de­

termine the major dynamics governing their in-house environmental manage­
ment strategies both in the local (home-country) as well as global (foreign 
branches) contexts. 

• Analyse and determine the major dynamics governing the urban planning and 
utilities management processes of major cities in the sense of enforcing, pro­
moting, or perhaps inhibiting the environmental management of their office 
buildings. 

• Explore, interpret, and understand the interface between local environmental 
management strategies (urban planning and utilities management level) and 
global environmental management strategies (corporate level) in the greening of 
urban office buildings. 

In general, global companies have started to include in their day-by-day managerial 
decision-making a number of environmental considerations, particularly due to 
emerging environmental regulations, scientific studies regarding the impacts of 
production, and new environmental concepts and tools. Environmental manage­
ment has already been institutionalised as a fundamental practice within their agen­
das (e.g. Wever, 1996; cf. also ABN AMRO, 2000b; IBM, 1999). This new modus 
operandi has also started to affect the way such companies relate to the environ­
mental aspects of their offices, particularly in their home-country contexts (usually 
in the OECD, for instance the Commerzbank, AT&T, Duracell, ABN AMRO, 
Reuters, etc.). Common concerns include the handling of wastes and hazards, but 
also the overall energy and water efficiency standards of their offices, and their re­
lated emissions such as carbon dioxide (C02) from energy consumption (see, for 
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example, Bouman, 2000; Davies et al, 1997; Gissen, 2003). As a result, many such 
companies have started to better monitor the use of resources in their offices and 
improve the technologies of resource intensive climate, lighting, and other systems. 

At the local level, and recognising their environmental challenges, the over­
all urban planning strategies of major cities are also increasingly incorporating con­
cerns for environmental protection and energy conservation. Policy-makers have 
started to pay more attention to the environmental performance of spatial areas, 
particularly of business settlements, and to propose solutions such as innovations in 
the building code, environmental labelling schemes, eco-taxation, urban 
(re)development, and so on (see, for example, Edwards, 1996; Rogers, 1997). Par­
allel to this, utility companies handling energy, water, and waste services - many of 
which have been privatised and are confronting conflicts between environmental 
management and their business logic - have also started to provide advice on con­
servation strategies, as one more service they offer to their corporate clients (see, 
for example, Chappells et al, 2000; van Vliet, 2002). 

Finally, at the local-global interface level, and as the Commerzbank's case 
shows, urban policies are serving as activators of corporate environmental strate­
gies. Likewise, corporate environmental strategies are also triggering local envi­
ronmental reforms. Yet, the ways through which local and global management 
practices will interface in different locations may prompt similar, different, or even 
hybrid policy arrangements in this era of transnational urbanisation (local + global, 
state + market; cf. Cohen, 1996; UNCHS, 1999). In other words: while companies 
(presumably) aim for consistent environmental management solutions for all facili­
ties worldwide, different cities, concurrently, (presumably) also attempt to solve 
their environmental challenges by providing suitable incentives towards the envi­
ronmental restructuring of the urban space. Therefore, environmental innovations 
that result from this interaction vary not only in their local and global steering 
mechanisms, but above all in the 'glocal' condensation of such mechanisms. That 
is, the globalisation of environmental innovations receives local flavouring, form­
ing numerous glocal combinations of urban environmental reforms. 

The organisation of the enquiry 

This study takes as its point of departure the debate on globalisation, modernity, 
and the environmental transformation of the urban space (chapter 2). In this debate, 
parallels are drawn between globalisation and the rise of environmental external­
ities in transnational urban spaces. 

Conversely, trends that are currently emerging in the environmental restruc­
turing of transnational business settlements are discussed in chapter 3, taking into 
account their technical, societal, managerial, and political dimensions. These trends 
are subsequently reviewed along the most prominent debates highlighting the rela­
tionship between society, environmental disruption, and environmental reform. As 
shall be demonstrated in the fourth chapter, the ecological modernisation theory is 
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elected in this research to frame our empirical enquiry, as it combines a focus on 
the social context of technological change with a broader perspective on the rela­
tionship between the globalising modernity and environmental reform. 

As described in chapter 5, this study adopts an intensive, explorative re­
search strategy to investigate the interface between local and global actors in rela­
tion to urban environmental change. The explorative case study methodology al­
lows us to analyse in detail and compare the different mechanisms in place in dif­
ferent cities. The research analyses 12 case studies focusing on the interception be­
tween the urban environmental policies of three cities - Amsterdam, Sào Paulo, 
and Beijing - and the corporate environmental strategies of four multinational 
companies - ING, ABN AMRO, Andersen2, and IBM. Our methodological choices 
and selection of case studies are explained in this chapter as well. 

Chapters 6 to 8 comprise the empirical part of the study, analysing the local 
and global societal interaction in the environmental management of office buildings 
in the cities of Amsterdam, Sào Paulo, and Beijing. Each of these chapters begins 
with an overall description of the 'locality' of the space, including its main charac­
teristics, infrastructure and environmental profile, regulatory framework, and local 
environmental policies. Each chapter then moves on to explore the global environ­
mental strategies that are possibly emerging, by analysing the premises of the four 
companies. In each of these chapters we develop a conclusion as to how the local 
and global management of environmental flows meets and interacts, and how this 
affects the environmental restructuring of the office stock of each of the three cit­
ies. 

Chapter 9 reverts to the local-global, city-company, public-private interac­
tions by exploring the actors at play and analysing the resulting environmental in­
novations. In this chapter, the study reaches its objective of explaining how the 
greening of transnational buildings is developing in our 12 cases. From this analy­
sis, we describe and interpret the mechanisms through which environmental inno­
vations are emerging, as well as indicate those that should be enhanced to activate 
the ecological modernisation of office buildings in the era of transnational 
urbanisation. Based on these conclusions, we also review the innovative theoretical 
propositions elaborated in this study, suggesting directions for future research. 

2 Although Andersen is now extinguished as a company, the research was carried out throughout 
2001 and 2002, therefore practically all the information regarding this company was raised. 
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2 
Globalisation and the Environmental 

Transformation of Major Cities 

STARTING IN THE MID-1960S, large companies and financial institutions have in­
ternationalised and dispersed their production processes along 'global assembly 
lines'. Cities as London, New York, Paris, Bangkok, and others have thereby 
emerged as nodal points within an increasingly globalising geo-economy, where 
such dispersed production processes are reintegrated, materialised, and controlled. 
As a result, while these cities have started to play a key role in the dynamics of the 
globalising economy, these dynamics, in turn, have been reshaping not only their 
socio-economic order but also their spatial forms. From city to city, 'transnational 
spaces' are being created prompting a sharp verticalisation and densification of the 
urban space, with intensified environmental and infrastructure challenges. 

Traditionally, cities have been analysed as closed spaces with local prob­
lems. Nowadays, however, the intersection of global and local social agency re­
quires an understanding of numerous realities so to grasp the transformations of the 
urban space. The aim of this chapter is to highlight the implications of such new 
realities to major cities, focusing on their environmental dimensions. First, an in­
troductory section outlines the most prominent debates about the relationship be­
tween globalisation and modern societies, exploring such topics as culture, econ­
omy, and politics, and also discussing some aspects of the environmental question. 
After this introduction, we analyse how globalisation is affecting the composition 
of the urban space as well as triggering environmental challenges. 
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Globalisation and modernity 

The concept of globalisation started to appear in the social sciences vocabulary be­
ginning in the 1980s. Within one decade it reached a firm position and became one 
of the key concepts for analysing and understanding the modern world. The main 
definition of globalisation in the Oxford Dictionary of Sociology describes it as a 
theory that examines the emergence of a global cultural system, which materialised 
as a consequence of a variety of social and cultural developments, including the 
consolidation of a global economic system. The concept of modernity, in turn, can 
be referred as a new mode of societal organisation that started in Europe in the sev­
enteenth century and became influential more or less worldwide (e.g. Giddens, 
1990). As can be noted, modernity and globalisation are concepts very closely 
interlinked and for this reason certain observers introduce the thesis of the 'myth of 
globalisation', refuting the notion of a globalised world order as something new. 
These observers claim that the current internationalised model of economic practice 
is not unprecedented, that truly transnational companies are fairly rare, that foreign 
direct investments remain concentrated on the richer regions of the world, and 
therefore that the world economy is also not global, so to speak, but remains con­
centrated on the region known as triad, comprising Europe, Japan, and North 
America, also referred to as the G3 (Hirst et al, 1996). They also argue that the G3 
exerts tremendous economic power putting pressure on financial markets and other 
fields of business, so that global markets are in fact not global, but following a 
logic determined by the triad. 

In contrast, various other scholars share a consensus that certain pronounced 
transformations started around 30 to 40 years ago, with the emergence of an infor­
mation society and the growing sense of global interconnectedness and conscious­
ness. These theorists claim that such transformations have brought about a new 
phase in modernity, which can no longer be restricted to the mere internationalisa­
tion of business practices, but which have also reached other spheres of society and 
human life. Understanding these transformations, to them, has become an essential 
condition for understanding contemporary events, particularly since the early 
1990s. Yet, although they agree with the magnitude of such transformations and 
with the emergence of a new world order, namely of globalisation, interpretations 
of these transformations vary according to different intellectual traditions, where 
two main theses have dominated. 

According to one strand, globalisation can be understood as the corollary of 
the processes of interdependence and interconnectedness that started with capital­
ism around 400 years ago. In that era, Europe began to exert influence on the rest 
of the world, through colonialism and later on imperialism, and to transplant Euro­
pean cultural institutions on all continents. One of the strong defenders of this the­
ory is Wallerstein (1990) - followed by Robertson, Gordon, Glyn and Sutcliffe, and 
Hirst and Thompson - stressing the continuity of the internationalisation of the 
world economy, parallel to the development of capitalism, with globalisation being, 
within this perspective, the aftermath of the process. 
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The second strand states that globalisation can be interpreted as a new phase 
in modernity, which indeed goes beyond the previous period of internationalisation. 
While most scholars of the discontinuity school do acknowledge that historically 
global interconnectedness and interdependence did exist, they disagree with the 
other group who claim globalisation to be a by-product of the capitalistic system. 
These theorists attribute this new phase to certain fundamental technological 
changes that have been occurring during the last 30 to 40 years, which are irre­
versibly reshaping the world's societal systems. Authors as Giddens, Castells, 
Dicken, Urry, and Held, emphasise the role of new information technologies that 
have provided new forms of mass communication, with potentials hugely extended 
by satellite transmission systems and fibre optic cabling. These new technologies, 
in addition to the advent of mass travel technologies, have brought about an accel­
eration and compression of units of space and time, and in turn an 'annihilation of 
space through time' (Giddens 1990). As a consequence, the relationship between 
the individual and the world has been drastically intensified as social interactions 
routinely span global reaches. At the same time, a network society has emerged op­
erating on 'space of flows' (flows of capitals, knowledge, information, images, 
sounds, symbols, and so forth) and on 'timeless time', in simultaneity and immedi-
ateness (Castells, 1996). Giddens summarises the discontinuity theory by claiming 
globalisation to be a process that enabled a disembedding of social systems, i.e., the 
'"lifting out" of social relations from local contexts of interaction and their restruc­
turing across indefinite spans of time-space' (1990, p. 21); a phenomenon unprece­
dented in history3. 

Moving the discussion beyond this continuity/discontinuity duality, sociolo­
gist Malcolm Waters (1995) also provides a distinction between 'old' and 'new' 
theories of globalisation. Old theories have developed since about 1975, regarding 
topics as modernisation and convergence (e.g. Parsonian functionalism), world 
capitalism (such as Wallerstein's world system theory), issues of international rela­
tions and the growing interdependence of countries, as well as McLuhan's global 
village concept. These theories attempt - arguably unsuccessfully - to identify and 

3 Theories of globalisation are not restricted to this continuity/discontinuity dichotomy, however. 
Authors as Schölte (1996) and Held et al. (1999) tried to distinguish other schools of thought in 
the globalisation debates. Beyond those that decry a globalisation hypothesis (what they call as 
conservatives or sceptics, respectively), these authors also agree with identifying what can be 
called the hyperglobalist thesis, advanced by critics mostly concerned with issues regarding power 
and politics, claiming that the nation-state is weakening vis-à-vis the growth of global business 
practices, particularly of transnational networks of trade, finance, and production. This group sees 
thereby globalisation as the current imperialistic trend of rich countries exploiting poorer ones, i.e., 
the américanisation or westernisation of the world. Unsurprisingly, on the other side of the spec­
trum Schölte also notices the emergence of a liberal group, constituted of neo-liberals and reform­
ists, who are now celebrating globalisation and its fruits. (In fact, Schölte identifies three main 
schools of thought - namely the critics, the liberals, and the conservatives - while Held et al. iden­
tify the sceptics, the hyperglobalists, and the transformationalists, the latter comprising of those 
that analyse globalisation as a social phenomenon that has brought qualitative changes in cross-
border transactions, such as Giddens and Castells with the notions of 'time-space compression' 
and 'space of flows', respectively.) 
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explain the prime causes triggering globalisation. New theories, conversely, seek 
pluralistic causality behind the social processes and transformations bringing about 
a globalised world order. Starting in the late 1980s, particularly with the work of 
Robertson, followed by Giddens, Castells, Urry, and others, these new theories are 
interesting in that they began to provide growing contributions to the debates and 
controversies revolving around the relationship between globalisation and moder­
nity: reflecting on the dynamics of the 'glocal' (the intersection of global and local 
flows of capital, people, information, etc., and thus the heterogenising effects of 
globalisation); and also interlinking globalisation with the environment. What is 
interesting, too, in this new context is that a parallel body of scholarly research has 
started to emerge that explores the relationship between globalisation and urban 
transformation, also in view of such glocal constructions. 

The coming sections of this chapter explore these new theories of globalisa­
tion. First we provide an abridged analysis of the social restructuring process fol­
lowing the advent of globalisation, reviewing the consequences of globalisation to 
the different social subsystems4, namely the cultural, the economic, and the politi­
cal, and also bringing some insights to the environmental issues of advanced mod­
ernity. This analysis, not exhaustive, attempts to provide an overview of the main 
concepts currently being debated, so to complement or provide a better understand­
ing for the discussion that will follow. At that point we shall shift our focus to the 
urban dimension and explore the different theses and debates revolving around the 
transformation and restructuring of major cities in the era of globalisation, mostly 
through the work of key scholars such as Friedmann, Sassen, Castells, and Cohen. 
The chapter closes with a number of observations about the urban environment vis-
à-vis the spatial transformation being forced onto major cities in the age of global­
isation. 

Social transformation and restructuring5 

It is probably logic to start an analysis of the transformation and restructuring of 
society in view of the processes brought about by globalisation by exploring the 
cultural dimension, one of the main domains of modernity affected by globalisa­
tion. This is in addition a relevant debate for the study of urban spatial transforma­
tion, which we shall return to at another stage in this chapter. The emergence of a 
global cultural system indicates that a variety of social and cultural developments 
are creating a globalised culture, through the expansion of mass communication 

4 The social system theory was elaborated by Talcott Parsons, defining that any social system 
comprises of four subsystems, whose related functions serve to uphold the whole, which are: the 
cultural, the economic, the political, and the social. 
5 An important distinction should be clear: by social/urban transformation we mean that the system 
changes its objectives, becoming thereby a different system. In turn, when the system changes the 
institutionalised ways to achieve its systemic goals, there is a process of social/urban restructuring 
(see Castells, 1989). 
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systems, the rise of global consumers with similar standards of consumption, the 
rise of cosmopolitan citizens, the internationalisation of the sports industry, the de­
velopment of global tourism, and so forth (Marshall, 1998). This suggests that 
globalisation has, at least on the surface, a homogenising effect on products and 
places, together with the capacity for introducing cultural evenness. 

Exploring this homogenisation effect, urban planner Michael Cohen (1996) 
analyses the transformation of cities in the North and South in the age of globalisa­
tion. By looking at the growing similarity among major metropolises in North and 
South, such as New York, Shanghai, Sâo Paulo, London, he raises an 'urban con­
vergence' hypothesis. He claims that similar processes are transforming such me­
tropolises spatially and institutionally, and bringing many types of problems with 
them, including environmental ones. Along the same theoretical line of reasoning, 
sociologist George Ritzer (2000) explores a thesis of the McDonaldisation of soci­
ety, critiquing the growing homogenisation that comes from worldwide restaurant 
chains, shops, products, and so forth. 

Other cultural theorists suggest, in contrast, that globalisation has both ho­
mogenising and heterogenising effects. Roland Robertson (1991, 1992), for in­
stance, claims that it is not enough to interpret globalisation as the mere westernisa­
tion or the Américanisation (or even the McDonalidisation) of the world. He 
thereby explores the notion of 'world compression' - which takes place through the 
growth of interdependencies, such as those introduced by information technology, 
mass communication, mass travel, and so on. This in turn has intensified the notion 
of 'global consciousness', that is to say, the notion that the world is intrinsically 
interlinked and that events that take place in one corner of the planet inexorably af­
fect another6. Consequently, in this increasingly compressed world, nationally con­
stituted societies are also increasingly exposed to internal and external multicul-
turality, which is due not only to the hypermobility of people but also to the hy-
permobility of information, images, symbols, products, and so on. Mobility via the 
different media assaults societies on a global scale, such that the local is intrinsi­
cally affected by the global and vice-versa. Curiously, at the local level this expo­
sure to globalisation produces both self-enforcing and transforming identities - i.e., 
people tend to seek their individuality and self-actualisation by diverging from 
global trends, while at the same time making use of such trends as long as they 
provide them some type of benefit. This leads in turn, according to Robertson, to 
both kinds of effects of globalisation in different local contexts: particularity and 
difference, on the one hand, and universalisation and homogenisation, on the other. 
The result is the 'interpénétration of the universalisation of particularism and the 
particularisation of universalism' (Robertson, 1991, p. 73). 

Examples of these effects of homogenisation and diversity are numerous. 
Mol (2001), for instance, recalls the case of global cultural producers, such as 
CNN, which, although broadcasting essentially the same news, have to adapt their 

6 An example here could be the growing awareness that environmental problems that take place in 
the Amazon, for instance, will affect the environmental quality of other parts of the planet, or, an­
other example, that deforestation in Malaysia will bring air pollution to Singapore. 
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programmes according to the specificity of each market. The same applies to other 
producers, particularly multinational companies, whose products need to receive 
local adjustments to suit local consumers' tastes. Good examples here are the case 
of McDonalds that, in spite of selling the same ranges of products in its branches 
all over the world, readapts these ranges (introducing new products, eliminating 
others) according to the local markets. Similarly, the automobile industry also has 
to take into consideration such homogenising effects as the same manufacturer pro­
ducing the same car must adapt this car for different markets, changing exhaust 
types, driving wheels, lighting systems, and the like. In this context, trends of ho-
mogenisation, particularly in the economic sphere of production and consumption, 
are always challenged to diversify according to local particularities, rendering the 
McDonalidisation or evolutionary convergence theories somehow inappropriate for 
discussing, at the moment, the implications of globalisation to local structures. 

Another major debate in line with this global/local interplay is the one pro­
posed by Anthony Giddens (1990), who explores the interpénétration of the global 
and the local from a slightly different perspective7. Together with Ulrich Beck 
(1992, 1999) he interprets globalisation as a phenomenon that occurred because the 
main traits of a first phase of modernity - namely, mass production, mass commu­
nication, and mass consumption - triumphed, giving birth to certain interlinked 
processes of globalisation, individualisation, gender revolution, underemployment, 
and, not the least, environmental crisis. Therefore, because of globalisation, moder­
nity has now entered a new phase, the one he calls 'reflexive modernisation'. The 
term 'reflexive' stands for the constant re-examining or re-evaluation of modern 
social practices resulting from the massive influx of information that individuals 
and institutions have to face and absorb everyday, as a result of globalisation and 
its effects. It also explains the fact that modern societies are increasingly challenged 
to confront the negative consequences of modernisation itself, such as violence, en­
vironmental problems, poverty, and so forth. Unlike Robertson, who limits himself 
to a discussion of cultural issues, Giddens analyses this interplay of global/local 
also in terms of its consequences for social relations. He concludes that, at the level 
of individuals, at the core of a globalised culture lie feelings of anxiety, fear, uncer­
tainty, which produce in sum a general loss of parameters. This scenario of un-
clearness, he goes on to say, drives people towards a process of 'life politics' or the 
search for self-fulfilment through the exploration of their own individuality, a 
search which may manifest itself as divergent consumerist options, new political 
beliefs, new religions and deviant social practices. Finally, at the institutional level, 
Giddens suggests that reflexivity triggers a new modus operandi involving deci­
sion-making, technology and science, management issues, and the like - which 
confront institutions with the need to constantly incorporate new information and 
knowledge, re-examine their practices, and go forward with the flux. 

7 While both Giddens and Robertson focus on the local/global relations, Robertson emphasises the 
cultural dimension, while Giddens focuses on social relations. Robertson has therefore criticised 
Giddens for overlooking cultural issues, and also for seeing globalisation as a consequence of 
modernity, while latter author sees it as a condition that has facilitated modernity. 
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What the urban environmentalist can learn from these debates is that dealing 
with local environmental problems is far from simple, even when globalisation 
contributes to enforcing, worldwide, the idea that environmental problems are seri­
ous issues of modernity that deserve a prime position in the local institutional 
agendas. There is not one single logic of environmental reform that would suit all 
the different situations, problems, and locations. This brings the notion of 'glocal 
environmental regimes' to the fore, as the homogenising effects of international 
environmental standards, corporate codes of conduct, and the like will need to cope 
with differing developmental/technological levels, financial disparities, political 
priorities, different urban ecosystems and other particularities of each specific 
place. 

Beyond its cultural implications, globalisation is most often connected to the 
dynamics of the world economy, which historically may have started with the Pax 
Britannica of the nineteenth century or even earlier with mercantilism, events that 
triggered the growth of international trade activities. In a way, sceptics of globalisa­
tion are right in linking the activities of the so-called globalised economy with a 
particular geographic concentration, that is to say, in the triad region (or the above-
mentioned G3, composed of the three economic regions which historically were the 
most advanced ones in terms of economy and industrial development). Following 
this line of reasoning, globalisation still largely remains a westernisation process, a 
fact that can be corroborated by four indicators: The first one refers to the role of 
multinational companies in the globalised economy; of the 100 largest multina­
tional companies of the world, only one - Petroleas de Venezuela SA - does not 
have main headquarters in countries located in the triad. What is thereby claimed is 
that the corporate power of the triad has in fact increased during the past decades 
with the advent of globalisation and its neo-liberal variants, e.g. deregulation, de-
monopolisation, and privatisation of local companies. The second indicator relates 
to the uneven distribution of foreign direct investments worldwide, as these usually 
originate in the triad and end in the triad, much more than in developing countries 
as commonly thought. In the 1980s, for instance, 75 percent of all foreign direct 
investment stock remained in the triad, although investments into both developed 
and developing countries have increased ever since. Similarly, the third and fourth 
indicators - the expansion of trade flows and the development in financial products 
and services - also follow the patterns of foreign direct investments in terms of 
concentrating on the triad. In 1990, for instance, 75 percent of global trade busi­
nesses took place in the triad and that in the 1990s the circulation of goods and fi­
nancial capital also concentrated on this region (Mol, 2001). 

On the other side of the spectrum, and as explored by Ankie Hoogvelt 
(2001), there are certain developments in the global economy, which clearly did not 
previously take place. In the first place, with globalisation the traditional classifica­
tion of primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors (agriculture, industry, services) has 
dissipated, whereas activities are now distinguished as 'real-time' ones (for which 
the distance and location are not relevant), and as 'material' activities (for which 
the limitations posed by location and transportation are still imperative). In this 



TRANSNATIONAL BUILDINGS IN LOCAL ENVIRONMENTS 

context, the economics of globalisation - and its consequences for the 'real econ­
omy' - can be deconstructed according to three strands. The first one evokes the 
emergence of a 'global market principle', which is distinct from the previous notion 
of a global marketplace as countries, which in the past used to specialise in a par­
ticular product, now compete for the exports of the same products; a fact that is in­
creasing competition while also prompting a dominant standard of price, quality, 
and efficiency set forth according to global parameters. The emergence of such 
global market principle has in turn reordered the way economic activities are or­
ganised; i.e., it has produced a new global division of labour, as a consequence of 
the délocalisation of the production of goods and services. This has particularly 
taken place as for the so-called material activities, following the emergence of 
'global assembly lines', which of course have been facilitated by the reduction in 
logistics costs, allowing factories to be installed anywhere in the world. In turn, and 
as the logics of moving factories has followed cost benefit ratios, certain areas of 
the planet have been undergoing de-industrialisation processes, while others are be­
ing industrialised. In the same way, while manufacturing employment declines in 
highly industrialised regions, it augments in industrialising ones, changing the rela­
tionship - but also sealing the interdependency - between core and peripheral re­
gions. The last strand of consequences regards the perpetration of real-time activi­
ties via a process known as 'global financial deepening'. This means that with 
globalisation money capital has become totally volatile for investment opportuni­
ties that may arise in the planet, and therefore move from one location to the other 
within seconds. This also means that profits have been deterritorialised also affect­
ing the real economy, as in these transactions, to the same proportion that some 
win, others lose, and these are usually the economically less privileged ones. As a 
consequence, Hoogvelt finally claims that globalisation has also entailed a process 
of weakening social solidarity worldwide, and, one may add, of increasing the gap 
between the rich and the poor, between private interests and public interests, in 
brief: between the capital and the state. 

Consequently, and in view of such transformations in the economic sphere, 
major debates have been initiated as to the implications of globalisation for the na­
tion-state. These have primarily discussed the notion of the decline of national sov­
ereignty, as the national bureaucratic and decision-making structures are increas­
ingly changing and readapting themselves to the new, globalised world order. As 
Held (1995) and McMichael (1996) have argued, the political role of individual 
states has been also significantly reduced due to the emergence of new international 
forms of political and economic authorities - including for instance the United Na­
tions (UN), the European Union (EU), North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), the World Trade Organisation (WTO), and multilateral institutions, such 
as the World Bank (WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). National 
sovereignty is claimed to have declined insofar as these authorities have started to 
deploy new instruments of governance that have a global reach, such as interna­
tional laws, international conventions, and universal agreements (e.g. for trade, se­
curity, and environment), among other issues. With such instruments, supranational 
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authorities have also attained an internal logic, in turn with their specific interests 
and dynamics, trapping all governments into their system, and to some extent also 
undermining the power of hegemonic states as the USA. 

(Hyperglobalist) theorists as Hardt et al. (2001) go one step further in this 
analysis and argue that national sovereignty itself has not declined with globalisa­
tion, but has rather taken a new shape. For them, national sovereignty is now com­
posed of an interconnection of both national and supranational powers that together 
exert a new type of authority, which in turn operates and articulates the logics of 
capitalism or capital accumulation. For these authors, the emergence of suprana­
tional authorities represents a major shift from traditional international law, defined 
by conventional contracts and treaties, to the constitution of new supranational 
world authorities, which may exert totalitarian powers. Therefore, while in this pol­
icy-oriented discourse on globalisation it is usually accepted that most decisions are 
still made by national governments, an undeniable context has emerged in which 
supranational conventions legitimately - and powerfully - overrule domestic con­
ventions. 

The role of the nation state is also claimed to have declined due to the emer­
gence of sub-political regimes - such as non-state or non-governmental actors. This 
argument suggests that these are actors that have also become important stake­
holders in national/international decision-making processes. The presence of NGOs 
implies a new process of negotiation that emerges among the different actors (for 
instance, interfering between businesses and authorities) so that the state becomes 
less and less able to dictate regulations on its own (and the market to act as it 
wishes) and has to mediate conflicting interests. This new approach further re­
shapes the traditional design of political instruments to control a country, as it im­
plies the incorporation of the interests of these new actors, usually in negotiation 
processes. In this respect, and while NGOs contribute to the consolidation of life 
politics, or to the ability of individuals to express their individual opinions politi­
cally, they also break down the centralisation of power and responsibility within 
and among the nation-states. 

Finally, concerning the rise of an imperative global business culture, a num­
ber of authors as Castells, Hoogvelt, as well as Hardt et al. have denounced and 
condemned the fact that the modern state has lost much of its sovereignty in view 
of the forces of global networks of wealth, power, and information. These authors 
claim that large companies - such as multinationals and major financial institutions 
- increasingly exert also a political power, in turn rendering the authority of nation-
states more and more insignificant. Here the debate on transnational urban spaces 
and the role of the local government in managing them has become another focus 
of debate. Particularly Catalan urban sociologists as Jorge Borja and Manuel Cas­
tells do even admit that major cities are in fact turning into the major 'multination­
als' of the 21st century, trying to increase their power to attract investments and 
technologies, and the multinational companies that may provide them. A question 
that emerges in this context (and to which we shall return later on in this chapter) 
regards the capacity of the local government in controlling such global flows once 
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they settle on the urban space prompting, among others, numerous spatial transfor­
mations at a certain environmental cost. 

Before moving on to the urban dimension, the last aspect of the relationship 
between globalisation and modernity - and the most relevant one for this study at 
this point - regards the consequences of globalisation for the environment. Of 
course this debate will be carried out with much more detail later in this text and in 
the following chapters of this study but it seems that at this point it deserves an in­
troduction. The environmental question has appeared only incidentally on the glob­
alisation discourse. One of the first contributions in this regard is provided by Gid­
dens, who analysed the current ecological crisis - as well as the growing impor­
tance of ecology in the social system, particularly vis-à-vis the economic sphere -
within the globalisation theory. In elaborating on the consequences of modernity, 
Giddens presented in 1990 the thesis that with globalisation an intensification of 
worldwide social relations links distant localities in such a way that local events are 
reciprocally influenced by events that occur in other localities. In 1991 he intro­
duced in this reflection the issue of ecological problems, arguing that these prob­
lems contribute to amplifying the notion of global interconnectedness or the notion 
that global systems are growing increasingly interdependent. According to him, 
while environmental problems or environmental degradation may travel far away 
from its agent of causation, they may also lead to local heterogenising conse­
quences, as the effects of environmental problems are not distributed equally in the 
world. 

Reflecting on environmental problems and their uneven distribution in the 
era of globalisation, an interesting distinction has been provided by Michael Red-
clift (2000), who primarily reproaches transnational actors for the transfer of 
environmental degradation out of their territories. Of course, the spreading of 
pollution itself may be caused by risk industries, such as nuclear plants, chemical 
industries, or environmental intensive activities, such as deforestation, which not 
only imply local problems of desertification, once in advanced stage, but also 
global warming issues. The first variant of his analysis regards the diffusion of 
sources of pollution, which defines the spread of polluting industries especially 
from North to South. This statement holds as truth the principle developed on 
'pollution haven', as the South, by in general terms having more lax environmental 
regimes and regulations, and also by having interest in attracting foreign 
investments, to a certain extent allows multinational companies to operate in their 
territories with little attention being assigned to the environment. The problems that 
may follow can be very severe and may also go beyond the national territory. In 
this sense, Redclift takes this analysis further and elaborates on a second form of 
global environmental impact that occurs through the diffusion of impacts, namely 
through the mediums of water, soil, the atmosphere, such as the dispersal of 
hazardous wastes and the threat posed by radioactive leakage and fallout, for 
instance. Such impacts can be generalised as 'global concerns' affecting the so-
called 'global commons', many of which are contained in the texts of international 
negotiations, such as global warming, ozone depletion, and acid deposition. These 
problems may be interpreted as the negative consequences of globalisation (of 


