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Abstract 
 
Mayors, local legislators, governors and other subnational elected officials have 
traditionally engaged in international activities for their own trade promotion and economic 
development through city to city exchanges, business study groups and youth exchanges, 
known as paradiplomacy. Recent acknowledgement of the raise of urbanization around the 
world by the United Nations has increased subnational actors interest in policy dialogues on 
issues of climate change, health and social welfare and infrastructure finance. Subnational 
global engagement can change national diplomatic efforts, but it may also increase the 
administrative and management burden of cities as they face the world stage. Often 
business is conducted through global networks such as the World Conference of Mayors, 
the United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), C-40, and Local Governments for 
Sustainability (ICLEI). With the escalation of these networks for global governance, there 
should also be arise and effort to increase city’s internally capacity to implement and 
manage global policies. This chapter focuses on the raise of subnational actors in global 
diplomacy efforts, their main functions, and associations within national government and 
international organizations. The chapter will describe competing agendas for global actors 
and the increase participation of city networks within global policy and transnational 
administration. 
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Introduction 
 

The United Nations estimates that the planet’s population will increase from 3.3 
billion people in 2008 to over five billion in 2030. Urbanization will also increase where 
more than 70 percent of the population will live in cities of fifty thousand or more 
residences. As the global population has expanded, so too has global governance. Imagine 
from the 1800s the world was only 3 percent urban, in the 1950s this number grew to 30 
percent and estimates predict people living in cities will exceed 70 percent in the next few 
years. With these alarming statistics, scholars and policymakers have reflective concerns 
about how these numbers will impact the wellbeing of society and city dwellers. One 
resolve is to engage subnational actors into the public policy process.  

 
Yet as our global population is moving into cities, so too is the increased causes for 

concern. For example, recent evidence suggests that cities cause major sources of pollution, 
which is estimated to consume 60–80% of the global energy production that represents an 
equivalent amount of global carbon dioxide (CO2) and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
(Hammer 2011; Merk et al., 2012). Crime rates are also increasing for city dwellers, which 
have also become the immediate threat and location for global terrorist attacks such as what 
has happened in Berlin, Paris, Nice and Boston in recent years (Barber 2013). Yet the 
highest cause of concern is inequality, poverty and social injustice born in displaced urban 
blight that is widely seen on television and read in the newspapers. Thus, leading social 
theorist David Harvey to seek and spread the current United Nations’ “rights based agenda” 
within cities.  

 
When scholars discuss the increase of these subnational actors, they must also seek 

to increase representative democracy and inequality within and between the developed and 
the developing countries. As John Dewey notably wrote “the public and its problems.” 
Cities have become a global focus point, not only for problems, but also for the possible 
solution to global governance. So how than can we proceed to use this new focal point for 
improving transnational problems? This chapter will review the theory behind the new 
engagement, define who are these sub-sovereign actors, describe the types of public policy 
formation and present possible conflicts of these new engagement. Finally, the chapter will 
present further action into the future. 
 
Sub sovereign Actors  
 

First and foremost, which theories capture this new dynamic? Schiavon (2004) 
suggests two main reasons for why state and local governments are engaging in 
international affairs: first, international agendas are expanding with globalization and 
secondly, domestic agendas are following, to promote economic integration through 
structural reforms of decentralization and deconcentrating public policies.   

 
Only until the recent retracement with the Britexit decision and Trump winning the 

US election in 2016, the global agenda was widely seen to have expanded. This is 
particularly realized from subjects such as human rights, international commerce and 
finance to matters concentrating on economic cooperation, environment and national 
resources, migration and international drug trade and organized crime (Kincaid 2003). 
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Many of these issues have eminently effects on the policy activities of lower level 
governments. Secondly, as international finance institutions, such as with World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund, with their structural adjustments to recommend many 
countries to decentralize political, administrative and fiscal authority to lower level 
governments. There has been even more effort by subnational governments to promote 
economic development, manage subnational debt allocations and encourage more public 
participation (Smith and Revell 2016, Smith and Benton 2017). Countries as different as 
Indonesia, Philippines, India and Peru have all made efforts to decentralize. Subnational 
governments are thus increasing their agency to promote and implement public policy at 
the local level, which has also inspired more of their action at the international level. 

 
Gary Marks initially characterized this international engagement of public policies 

as multilevel governance (MLG). He suggested that they are result of a “centrifugal process 
in which decision-making is spun away from member states in two directions,” namely to 
the subnational as well as the supranational levels (Marks 1993: 401-402). To better 
understand the subnational, researchers must drill down to see how mayors, local 
authorities are networking and unifying together to create global public policy. The 
multilevel governance approach may be broken into three subthemes—the diverse ways in 
which cities influence foreign policy, the multi-dimensions of urban policy development, 
and methods of measuring a city’s global impact. Ultimately these actions will help 
describe why and how paradiplomacy has unfolded.  

 
Paradiplomacy is where cities have become institutional actors for developing a 

substantial global agenda. The concept of paradiplomacy was coined by Panayotis Soldatos 
and Ivo Duchack in 1990 and has gained momentum since then. In an essence, the theory 
combines Woodrow Wilson’s liberal idealism for promoting global peace, paradoxically 
with Hans Morgenthau’s realism by taking existing institutions of the state and their 
sovereign actors into international diplomacy. The concept was promulgated by the “world 
city” hypothesis used by Castells (1977), Harvey (1973), and Friedmann (1986). This 
hypothesis connects the historical movement of industrial capitalism of cities to this 
modern international relations theory. After all, cities are the modern link between the post-
Fordist economy of the localized deindustrialized era into the centers of economic growth 
and creativity (Florida 2003). Today, cities represent the most important element of urban 
economic life. 
 

Sassen’s (2006) and Hall’s (2001) approach of high level global cities further 
carries the argument that cities are influential subnational actors of the state that can build, 
enhance and strengthen international diplomacy. By combining Sassen’s concept of the 
“global city” where business elites travel from major city hubs such as in Mumbai, London 
or New Year without seeing different surroundings. Thus, attesting to a unified global 
corporate culture in business that is consistent around the globe. Notably, the same Big Mac 
and Starbucks coffee can be purchased from any of these large cities. Therefore, global 
cities and their public authorities have mirrored state actors in their global engagement. 

 
In that regard, paradiplomacy engages new actors to perform traditional tasks 

previously only allowed by national government representatives. Development economists 
at the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) have linked the rise of 
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population with their analysis of megacities, megalopolises, and megaslums to demonstrate 
the importance of city size, location, and development and their effects on the environment, 
society and the global economy. When cities work together to confront global problems, 
they create realistic synergies and make a step forward for international relations theory. 
 

The para- prefix in paradiplomacy depicts a parallel diplomacy, as the subnational 
actor in foreign policy, which also imitates the national government when representing the 
state. Several examples of paradiplomacy can be found in Brazil and the Western 
Hemisphere. Cities such as Curitiba’s effort to demonstrate participative budgeting and 
rapid bus transport to other global cities such as Seoul, Tokyo, and Bogotá is just one. Rio 
de Janeiro’s ever-more active mayor’s involvement in global events, from hosting the 2010 
UN-Habitat World Urban Forum and the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development (Rio+20) to the more popular events of the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 
Olympics, is another. Most recently UN’s Habitat III global meeting in Quito was a way to 
encourage subnational actors to engage in public policy making to meet the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) is a further realization of paradiplomacy (Graute 2016).1 
 

The last event held the mantra of the “Right to the City,” which was first proposed 
by Henri Lefebvre in his 1968 book Le Droit à la Ville. Lefebvre’s study made a deliberate 
attempt to research and better understand the social movements working in urban spaces. 
The book inspired many local social movements and NGOs working in urban spaces 
especially in Brazil where cities present some of the highest inequalities of public service 
delivery such as employment status, economic benefits, housing and basic water and 
sanitation (Donaghy 2013). Yet, this newfound understanding of the city has not always 
translated into more social pressure and, arguably, not followed by more political 
establishment of directing public policies in a nationally coordinated effort. 

 
Constitutional scholars have evaluated the legality of such subnational engagement 

(Tushnet 2000). Analyzing types of states (federalist vs. unitary) and the legality of 
subnational governments agreements, especially in international organizations. Many 
scholars have concluded that national governments are the only ones that matter. But 
specific case studies of city engagement in Canada, the Netherlands and Belgium, studying 
the European Union, have shown how cities are converging national policies with local 
ones (Bursens and Deforche no date, Blindenbacher and Koller 2002, Tatham 2013). What 
is clear is that many nation states are being pressured by social movements a response to 
the crisis of either “convergence” or “divergence” into a large global agenda of the city. 

 
The multi-dimensions of urban policy development have influence research agendas 

by many scholars from different backgrounds from sociology, economics, international 
relations, public administration and political science. Although there are too many scholarly 
studies to mention and do justices here, many fit into several of these academic disciplines. 
For example, Emmanuel Brunet-Jailly research on the cross-border regions of the United 
States and Canada analyzes where city authorities are taking the lead to resolve interstate 
conflict through day-to-day cooperation. Rafael Velázquez Flores has done similar research 

                                                
1	  UN	  member	  states	  adopted	  17	  Sustainable	  Development	  Goals	  (SDGs)	  in	  2015.	  
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on U.S.–Mexico border cooperation, especially the current Merida Initiative to confront 
narcotics trafficking (Aldecoa and Keating 1999).  
 

Because much of the paradiplomatic action is pushed by civil society; academics 
and policymakers alike are paying considerable attention to global city indicators and 
measuring city policies advancements. Prominent authors such as Sassen (2006) and Taylor 
(2003) have worked to index global cities regarding economic development (Amen, Toly, 
McCarney, & Segbers, 2011). More recently, the World Bank crafted the Global Cities 
Indicators Facility (GCIF) and the United Nations formed the Global Compact Cities 
Program (UNGCCP) to evaluate climate factors produced by cities (Scerri & James, 2010). 
This is not to mention the hundreds of city indicator projects that have been created among 
civil society organization in the United States to evaluate the development of their cities.  
 

The basic premise is to construct the comparability of cities’ quality, economic 
development, social well-being, and climate vulnerabilities, which combined creates a good 
definition of urban development. Many city mayors are willing to provide data of their 
cities in order to create baseline scales for measuring progress. City indicators are 
abounded, from the European Green City Index of the Global City Indicators Facility to 
hundreds of other Indicators for sustainability. These indicator projects create a good 
reference and framework for mapping out how city officials are engaged and rank among 
their peers. Some cities use civil society organizations to development evaluate and 
measure the progress, often without any external auditing processes. 
 
Public Policy Formation 
 

To understand how public policy is formed and the possible conflicts that can arise, 
we need to evaluate who are the actors, who do they represent and report to, and how their 
actions are measured globally. When analysts evaluate the players in paradiplomacy they 
traditionally think of mayors, local legislators, governors, office directors in city 
governments, local business leaders, civil society leaders, trade representatives, and others 
who are engaged in international trade promotion and economic development. Sisters Cities 
International was one of the first civil society organizations to create more institutional 
linkages between city counter parts around the globe. Established in 1956 with over 2,000 
members in 136 counties. These were often created for city to city exchanges, business 
study groups and youth exchanges, arts exchanges and the like. 
 

While individual city programs have had high impact trade missions, student 
exchanges and other diplomatic efforts, national governments have tried to further 
capitalize on their successes. Several national governments have opened offices where state 
legislatures, mayors and local authorities can report activities. Brazil’s ministry of foreign 
affairs, Itamaraty, liaisons with its ministry of cities for example. Mexico has reorganized 
its foreign aid office, Agencia Mexicana de Cooperación para el Desarrollo (AMEXCID), 
to capture state and local assistance abroad. Even the U.S. Department of State has taken 
these actions into account by establishing in 2010 the Office of the Special Representative 
for Global Intergovernmental Affairs.  The office reports directly to the secretary of state, 
to work with state and local leaders within the United States to reach their counterparts 
abroad.  
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Within international organizations, several key offices leveraged ministries and 

regional development office to perform paradiplomacy. Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) opened its Directorate for Public Governance and 
Territorial Development in which the office offered consulting services to cities in its 
members’ states (OECD 2009). These efforts came at a time when regional and urban 
development were cited within the new geography of economic growth. The office worked 
with cities to control the fair growth agenda when it became a highly fashionable effort 
within the organization (Rodríguez-Pose and Sánchez-Reaza 2005). The World Bank 
followed suite with its 2009 annual report “Reshaping Economic Geography” (World Bank 
2009). Just before the World Bank reorganized in 2012, the urban development office led 
the call for its city focus analyzing housing standard within emerging slums and 
settlements, improving credit for purchasing homes and increasing the analysis of small and 
medium sized business, using Taylorism to show how to strengthen supply chains and 
transportation systems for exporting goods and services (Feiock, Moon, and Park 2008). 
Often these policy targets were focused on theories of local economic development 
(Blakely and Bradshaw’s 2002). Today, the World Banks’s policies for understanding 
poverty alleviation is not exclusively through the engines of growth in cities, but also 
examining the urban-rural linkages and pockets of extreme poverty that occur in developing 
nations. 

 
Specifically, within the United Nations, UN Habitat’s work stands out as the first to 

focus on improving living standards for individuals through their homes and settlements. 
By identifying urbanization as the new global challenge, this branch’s work with cities 
gained ground among national ministries. For example, in the United States the Office of 
Housing and Urban Development became a global actor to propagate the UN Habitat’s 
global agenda. The Ministry of Cities in Brazil was another. Additional city activism was 
proposed by specific local governments such as Seoul, New York City, Stockholm, 
Median, Copenhagen, and Curitiba and Rio de Janeiro in Brazil, and Rosario, Argentina, 
among many others. 

 
Global networks such as the World Conference of Mayors, the United Cities and 

Local Governments (UCLG), Metropolis, C-40, and Local Governments for Sustainability 
(ICLEI) also were created to lead and coordinated this global effort. Perhaps the oldest of 
these initiatives, the World Conference of Mayors created in 1984, as a non-profit, non-
political worldwide conference, comprised of mayors, former mayors, and other elected and 
appointed local public officials. A much newer group is the UCLG created in 2004 by over 
1,000 cities and 112 national governments to promote networking of local government 
actions is very active in global debates. Metropolis (the World Association of Major 
Metropolises) was created in 1985 to work exclusively with large cities around the global.  

 
A more recent organization dealing specifically with climate and energy efficiency 

issues is the C-40. This network, created in 2005 in New York, composing of 63 global 
cities, is one of the most visible with former Mayor of New York Michael Bloomberg as 
president. Finally, the Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI) network has over 
1,000 municipalities and associations from 84 countries based in Bon Germany. Since 
1990, ICLEI’s work to promote climate change and energy efficiency has become one of 
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the major administrative branches to monitor cities are engaged global agreements related 
to climate change. 

 
While there are many other networks governing topics such as the arts, economic 

forums, peace, transport, anticorruption and mobility, among other pressing issues, these 
listed above are the most active (Barber 2013). Furthermore, serval US based organizations 
have evolved into global action. Such as the International City/Country Management 
Association (ICMA) established in Washington DC in 1914 to network and promote local 
governments in the United States now has an international affairs office and associates its 
work to sharing public management techniques and information international. 
 

Benjamin Barber’s 2013 book “If Mayors Ruled the World” further published the 
efforts of local government officials suggesting the positive benefits of cities promoting 
public policies. In his book, Barber called for the need to manage these efforts by 
subnational actors. He proposed the idea to create a global parliament of mayors to increase 
participation of more cities, but also offered the option opt-out if necessary. With the 
escalation of these networks for global governance, there should also be arise and effort to 
increase city’s internal capacity to implement and management global policies. The 
questions which still remain: who will pay for the organization, what are their global 
impacts, and which cities, small and large, should be included and represented and who do 
they report to? 
 

To understand the possible impact of these cities and their actions is difficult to 
quantify. Notably, the word city is used as a social construction of urban conglomerated 
centers. When international organizations, such as the World Bank, the International 
Monetary Fund or even the OECD measure cities, they do so by using the words 
“subnational governmental units.”  These units are often referred to states, and sometimes 
municipalities, but they may not be related to highly densely populated cities. Often, fiscal 
studies for cities and metropolitan areas are difficult to create because of data limitations. 
Political economists use data that is divided at the municipal level and not at the city level 
thus admixing policy answers related to traditional questions of public administration along 
with new issues related to the new economy (Sanchez Reaza 2013, Smith and Benton 
2017). This is further confounded by the use of Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA). For 
example, the US Office of Management and Budget (OMB) has defined 381 Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas (MSAs).  This slightly short of the number of cities over five thousand in 
the United States. The European equivalent to measure urban agglomeration comes from 
the European Union project on "Study on Urban Functions" (ESPON), Eurostat, United 
Nations, and from the OECD’s territorial development program.  

 
To sum up, there are several new actors that work in paradiplomacy. This can be 

simply the foreign ministries themselves working with ministries of cities. This can also be 
the mayors, local legislators, cities officials providing exchanges for the benefits of their 
local communities. This has also meant international organizations with offices dealing 
with promoting growth and development using a local or regional perspective. Finally, 
these are global nonprofit membership organizations that link objectives such as crime, the 
arts, or climate change into a global lobbing body. 
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The pitfalls of localizing globalization 
 

While the universe of organizations mentioned above such as congresses and local 
public actors engaging in public diplomacy can have positive externalities, some actions 
might also bring unexpected challenges. Positive influences of dialogue sharing, policy 
diffusion, improving public management and capacity development in developing countries 
is certainly something to aim for. Many of these networks help improve hierarchical 
government entities that are hard to reach and promote sharing best practices, and general 
knowledge to improve a stated goal such as improve housing and undeveloped settlements 
in precarious urban settings, or sharing security advance.   
 

Yet the potential for negative externalities are also great. For example, there are 
cases where national governments can leverage local politics to influence their diplomatic 
efforts. The most famous of these events comes from Paris accords when the United States 
would not sign on to the Climate protocol also known as the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Several ICLEI members who were also local 
government authorities in the United States lobbied the international body in order to have 
their local governments accounts of climate adoption and mitigation strategies taken 
accounted for. While the national government was not willing to sign on to Paris 
Agreement, the local governments efforts were taken account of by the national 
government forcing the US to take a second look at their agreement and disagreement with 
China. This strategy left the United States to ask their local governments to sum up their 
actions to curb climate change. This in effect, forced the hand and changed the dialogue 
from what these governments were unable to agree to in an international body to describe 
what action was currently being done at the subnational level. 
 

The aforementioned global networks can create coalitions of the willing to change 
national policy. These global networks can create an unequal balance of power, where they 
become stronger than their national counterparts. This phenomenon is especially true in the 
developing world. The global competition for lowering greenhouse gas emission can also 
create a race to the bottom effect, such as what federalist studies have presented (Davies 
and Vadlamannati 2013, Volden 2002). That is, when one city’s efforts to improve others 
will be lesser, thus creating highly global disparities for who enforces the virtuous 
mitigation and adaptation strategies. An example of this is the competition between which 
city has the worst air quality, where Beijing, New Deli and Mexico City are notoriously bad 
and global exchange positions each year. 

 
Nevertheless, when cities want to “rule the world”, they will not necessarily abide 

or coordinate with the nation-state economic, fiscal and monetary policies. It might be the 
case that promoting trade between global cities might also create the potential for widening 
population’s welfare and income gaps such as other disparities among regional areas and 
national boundaries. This can create tension and possible conflict especially in countries 
where there exist strong vertical and horizontal imbalances among federal, state and local 
governments. Mexico’s interaction within federal, state and local levels of government is a 
case in point. Where there is a difference between political party leaders at the national and 
lower levels government, policy challenges increase substantially. Since Mexico City held 
its first election in 1997, it has been led by the left-leaning Democratic Revolutionary Party 
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(PRD), while the national government since democratization in 2000 has been led by right 
leaning National Action Party (PAN) and only recently the once authoritarian and 
hegemonic Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) returned in 2012. The fact that a 
political party has coexisted with federal powers in the same jurisdiction has resulted into 
several policy clashes in a variety of issues. This is more relevant when the fact that 40% of 
the country’s GDP comes from the valley of Mexico (16% only in the political boundaries 
of Mexico City). So, if Mexico City grows so does Mexico, this creating huge 
interdependence of the mega cities on the development of the Mexican economy. 

 
When cities grow, they create unique opportunities and challenges as well for 

deindustrialization and regional pressures for urban renewal. Migration from rural areas, 
rather than the natural increase in the urban population, can be a main driver of poorly 
organized metropolitan regions. Cities continue to attract people because of the advantages 
they offer: greater opportunities to find employment, education and training, as well as 
better access to health and administrative services, amenities and entertainment, among 
others. But the nation state must be prepared to help these newcomers. This means, national 
development plans must be managed to meet the demands of these individuals. When cities 
lead the way, they must also be respectful for the monetary and fiscal policies of other 
developing regions in order not to erode social order. 

 
Future Action and Research 
 

While this chapter has demonstrated the potential for global public policy through 
the actions of city public officials, little attention is given to the administrative structures 
of these global megalopolises and their networks that have created. For example, we know 
that there are approximately 125 multilateral arrangements among subnational governments 
(World Economic Forum 2016). This is often a complaint in the global governance 
literature. Known as the “institutional complexity” when you have civil society and 
subnational actors engaging in global public policy (Held and Hale, 2011). This has also 
merged into “complex regimes” or simply complexity in international relations (Root 
2013). 

 
Traditional public administrative analysis of form of government, intergovernmental 

relations with the central government, and the size, type of government, and international 
political realities is often overlooked. Overall through paradiplomacy, scholars have 
redefined the traditional office of international engagement that many municipal 
governments have. Now they must also describe how to manage the transformation of city 
officials in international policy and the development of the new global policy engagement. 

 
What is still unclear is how cities’ international relations offices will help strengthen 

the technical capacity and management roles of the typical local government in the 
developing world. Practical public management options for how cities could finance 
sustainable investments for instance in housing, water, electricity, urban planning, and 
transport. New Public Management scholars such as Light (1998) and Kettl (2000) need to 
think about how to strengthen the capacity and management of the public actors. 
Governance scholars are happy to study these groups, but little accountability is created for 
their actions (Held and Hale 2011). 
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Furthermore, global assessments of cities’ effort to improve the global economy 

through local public action is just starting and needs more analysis. For example, how will 
the successful implementation of international public policy lead to stronger national 
governments and economies overall? Or will these actions just create higher disparities 
between national, state and local governments.  

 
One can and perhaps should question the intentions of these cities’ actions. Are they 

as noble as sharing best practices such as bus rapid transport with one another, or are public 
officials seeking other lines of engagement? For example, could a developed country 
engage subnational actors to promote a policy or program knowing that the foreign national 
government disapproves? Are there instances in which a developing nation would engage 
an international organization for support when it knowingly does not have the support of its 
national government? How does party affiliation align in these types of programs? Perhaps 
horizontal supports of networks are implementing policies that may benefit the global 
interest and not national ones. 
 

What is more, how do we create a governance structure to manage, evaluate, and 
study the improvements of these cities internally. This is what the public administration 
literature tries to accomplish. Regardless of these practical, theoretical, and political 
omissions, the chapter captures the actions of subnational networks, the potential problems 
and finds valid solutions by using cities as conduits for change. 
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