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ABSTRACT
This paper examines the implementation of the Well-being of Future Generations
(Wales) Act 2015, the first and only piece of legislation to codify the United
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals in law. The paper provides empirical
analysis of the implementation of this legislation based on 16 semi-structured
interviews with stakeholders across Wales. The analysis explores whether the Act
can deliver spatial justice in Wales through its novel and place-based approach to
sustainable development. We examine how the Act has been implemented at
different spatial scales – the local, the regional and the national – and how the
differences in the way it is interpreted by actors at these different levels influences
the extent to which spatial justice is realised in its implementation.
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Introduction

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 represents a world first in sustainable development
legislation as Wales remains the only country to codify the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals in
law (Wallace, 2019). This legislation, referred to here as ‘the Act’, places a duty on public bodies in Wales to
‘think more about the long-term, work better with people and communities and each other, look to prevent pro-
blems and take a more joined-up approach’ (Welsh Government, 2021, p. 2). The Act sets out a place-based
approach to sustainable development that is grounded in local definitions and understandings of well-
being yet is accompanied by little guidance for its implementation.

Based on analysis of semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in Wales, this research examines
whether the Act, as a novel place-based approach to sustainable development legislation and governance,
can deliver development that is aligned with the ideals of spatial justice – i.e. ‘the fair and equitable dis-
tribution in space of socially valued resources and opportunities to use them’ (Soja, 2009, p. 2). Although the
Act embodies an approach to sustainable development that is theoretically compatible with spatial justice, it
is not clear from existing evidence that this potential is being realised in its implementation. As the Act is
grounded in distinctly Welsh and local understandings of well-being, we examine how the Act has been
implemented at different spatial scales – the local, the regional and the national – and whether any differ-
ences in the way it is interpreted by actors at these different levels influences the extent to which spatial
justice is realised in its implementation.

In doing so, the paper makes three contributions. First, it provides a theoretical contribution through the
development of an empirical case study of the Act as a spatial justice approach to sustainable development
legislation and practice at different levels of governance. Second, it provides an empirical contribution

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which per-
mits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published
allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

CONTACT Isabelle Carter i.g.carter@lse.ac.uk Department of Methodology, London School of Economics, London, UK

JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY & PLANNING
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2023.2221182

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1523908X.2023.2221182&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-06-23
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:i.g.carter@lse.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


examining how the Act is being implemented. This has received limited academic attention (Nesom &MacK-
illop, 2021) as most material is grey literature (Davidson, 2020; Wales Audit Office, 2019a; Welsh Parliament,
2021). Third, it provides a critical analysis of the implementation of place-based sustainable development pol-
icy at different, often interconnected, geographical scales.

We begin with a short overview of the Act and its institutional context. This is followed by a review of rel-
evant literature on the Act and spatial justice. The third section outlines the research method. The fourth sec-
tion examines the implementation of the Act, focusing on four aspects: place, resources, ambiguity, and
partnerships. The final section reflects on these findings.

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015: place-based sustainable
development

The Government of Wales Act 1998, which provides the legal basis for devolution and the Welsh parliament,
includes a duty to promote sustainable development (Stevenson & Richardson, 2003). The Well-being of
Future Generations (Wales) Act, passed in 2015, is the fourth in a series of sustainable development strategies
instituted by the Welsh Government (Nesom & MacKillop, 2021).

The Act uses a broad definition of well-being which is, in essence, synonymous with sustainable develop-
ment but allows for a range of interpretations. It is articulated in the Act’s Sustainable Development Principle
which defines sustainable development as working ‘to ensure that the needs of the present are met without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015, pp.
Part 2, Section 5). The Act requires all public bodies in Wales to adhere to this principle.

The Act outlines four pillars of sustainable development – social, economic, environmental and cultural.
These pillars inform seven well-being goals, with 50 associated national indicators of progress, which public
bodies work towards through five ways of working set out in the Act (See Figure 1) (Welsh Government, 2022).

The implementation of the Act is, in practice, informed by local understandings of well-being, which
makes the Act primarily aspirational and focused on long-term goals at the national level (Davies, 2016;
Nesom & MacKillop, 2021; Welsh Parliament, 2021). Beyond this broad framework, the Act itself is
vague and Welsh Government has provided little by way of concrete measures or guidance for implemen-
tation at the organisational and local levels (Nesom & MacKillop, 2021; Wales Audit Office, 2019b). While a
degree of vagueness around the specifics of implementation is to be expected in sustainable development
legislation and can support implementation by allowing flexibility in local approaches (Bednar et al.,
2019), stakeholders in Wales have struggled to balance the tension created by the lack of implementation
guidance for the local level, on one hand, and scrutiny of its implementation from the Future Generations
Commissioners Office (FGCO) on the other (Nesom & MacKillop, 2021). The language of the Act is some-
times seen as confusing, with key concepts such as ‘well-being’ and ‘prevention’ not having clear definitions
nor there being consistency with other statutory legislation in force in Wales. For some stakeholders it is not
clear how Public Service Boards are meant to work with other institutional set-ups in the Welsh landscape,
such as Regional Partnership Boards, with local actors asking ‘who oversees who?’. Finally, local actors have
reported being unsure how to align well-being principles with their own policies and frameworks (Wales
Audit Office, 2019b).

One of the few concrete measures accompanying the Act was the establishment of a new type of regional
body – Public Services Boards (PSBs) – through which public organisations in Wales work collaboratively
towards the goals of the Act. It is through PSBs and public bodies in Wales that the Act is delivered. The
PSBs are required to ‘improve the economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of [their] area by con-
tributing to the achievement of the well-being goals’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015, pp. Part 4, Section
36). They produce well-being plans, informed by local consultations, setting out goals for their area which in
turn contribute to progress towards the seven national goals. The Act emphasises the centrality of PSBs which
‘are promoted by the Welsh Government as the key body collectively responsible for improving the wellbeing of
communities across Wales’ (Wales Audit Office, 2019b, p. 5). It is at the level of the PSB that local definitions of
well-being are developed and operationalised within the framework set out by the Act.
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Each PSB has four statutory members – the Local Authority, the Local Health Board, the relevant Fire and
Rescue Authority and Natural Resources Wales – and several invited partners (e.g. Welsh Government, local
third sector organisations) who perform activities relevant to the well-being objectives of the PSB. Public
bodies also mobilise understandings of well-being relevant to their individual geographies of operation to
drive progress towards the national well-being goals (Wallace, 2019). The Act also introduced a Future

Figure 1. The seven well-being goals and five ways of working.
Sources: Welsh Government (2021).
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Generations Commissioner (FGC) who serves as the legal sustainable development representative in Wales
and is responsible for monitoring the actions of the PSBs and other public bodies in Wales (Göpel, 2012; Line-
han & Lawrence, 2021; Nesom & MacKillop, 2021; Teschner, 2013).

The Act is mobilised within the Welsh policy community as a distinctly Welsh and place-based legislation.
Here ‘place’ is understood as a ‘meaningful site’ (Cresswell, 2009, p. 169) with both a physical location and a
clear ‘sense of place’ (p. 169), i.e. a location with a recognisable identity (and generally a recognisable commu-
nity) which evokes specific meanings and feelings. For the Act, Wales is the overall ‘place’ in which the legis-
lation is grounded while its implementation is informed by the local/sub-national ‘places’ represented by the
PSBs and the wider regions of Wales. Since devolution, Welsh sustainable development policy has been
increasingly ‘connected to a more loaded language associated with national identities, cultures and values’
(Jones & Ross, 2016, p. 57) that seeks to foreground a distinct sense of Welshness in its approach. In this
way the Act epitomises the place-based approach to sustainable development that has been emerging in
Wales over the last three decades.

Examination of its legislative context demonstrates that the Act embodies a fundamental tension. While the
Act is subject to a distinct institutional framework including the FGC, PSBs and well-being goals, the lack of
tangible guidance for implementation creates confusion for local actors. Although this hinders the implemen-
tation of the Act, the limited guidance provided at the national level is a key part of the Act reflecting its place-
based approach. It is this fundamental tension of the Act that leads to the issues of vagueness and problems in
implementation (Nesom & MacKillop, 2021).

There has been limited empirical academic attention paid to the implementation of the Act. Much of this
literature attends to the development of the Act and/or its particularities as novel sustainable development
legislation from a legal perspective (Davies, 2016; Davies, 2017; Messham & Sheard, 2020; Wallace, 2019).
Jones (2019; Jones et al., 2020) have considered the Act as a shift from a territorial cohesion approach to sus-
tainable development to one that can be seen to adopt the values of spatial justice and Nesom and MacKillop
(2021) have examined the local implementation of the Act as sustainable development legislation. This paper
builds on this work by undertaking an explicit examination of implementation at different levels and to exam-
ine the interrelationships or lack thereof between these scales that facilitate or impede implementation and
progress towards spatial justice in Wales.

A spatial approach to analysing the Act

In this research, we develop a spatial justice approach to understand the implementation of the Act. Spatial
justice grounds social justice in spatial contexts and in doing so interrogates the relationship between justice
and space (Rocco, 2021). Social justice is defined in terms of equitable distribution of resources, opportunities,
access and privileges within a society (Harvey, 2010). Spatial justice approaches thus require ‘an intentional
and focused emphasis on the spatial or geographical aspects of justice and injustice’ (Soja, 2010, p. 4). However,
spatial justice should not be seen as ‘shorthand for social justice in space’ (Dabinett, 2011, p. 1) as some
definitions of the concept might misleadingly suggest (Soja, 1989). Instead, spatial justice invites an interrog-
ation of the relationship between space and justice as a means of understanding how space can produce and
influence social justice as well as how this is experienced across different spaces (Pirie, 1983). Existing scholar-
ship on spatial justice is diverse and takes numerous theoretical foci (Weck et al., 2022). Much of this scholar-
ship is concerned with decision-making power and process. Papers often focus on how equitably the resources
behind decision-making are distributed across space and how fair decision-making processes themselves are
(Madanipour et al., 2022; Reynolds & Shelley, 1985; Weck et al., 2022).

In the sustainable development literature spatial justice is often discussed in reference to the territorial cohe-
sion favoured by EU development policy, generally as a complementary pursuit which can support, and should
ultimately be, the end goal of redistributive territorial cohesion-based approaches (Weck et al., 2022).

The adoption of a spatial justice focus in this study emerged through our review of the work of Jones
(2019; Jones et al., 2020) and is defined here according to the criteria set out in Table 1, adapted from
Soja (2009).

4 I. CARTER AND E. MACKILLOP



In the context of the Act, spatial justice is realised when areas are empowered to define well-being and
development in ways that are meaningful locally and reflect local priorities, and are able to ‘assert their
own capacity to act’ (Jones et al., 2020, p. 894) in operationalising these locally informed conceptualisations
of well-being and (sustainable) development.

As such, the Act can be seen to represent a spatial justice approach to sustainable development in theory
through its focus on a uniquelyWelsh understanding of well-being and its emphasis on place-based understand-
ings and actions in promoting well-being and sustainable development. Notably, the Act aligns with the notion
of political (re)organisation to foreground local capacity and processes of self-definition that are central to spatial
justice. For instance, through its requirement that PSBs conduct well-being assessments in their area and use
these to develop well-being plans setting out actions to be taken to meet the targets set out both in the plan itself
and the national goals attached to the Act. Here the vagueness of the Act and its implementation guidance could
be seen to support the pursuit of spatial justice in its implementation at the local level.

While theAct sets out an approach to sustainable development that alignswith andpromotes spatial justice, it is
not clear that this spatial justice potential is being realised in practice (Nesom & MacKillop, 2021; Wales Audit
Office, 2019a, 2019b; Welsh Parliament, 2021). Our paper seeks to examine whether the Act is realising its theor-
etical spatial justice potential. Using spatial justice as a lens, we seek to examine and untangle the complex inter-
relationships that influence the Act’s implementation across Wales. We identify where and how realising the
spatial justice potential of the Act could help to resolve implementation challenges and likewise how improving
implementation leads to greater realisation of spatial justice. We seek to understand how the Act is interpreted
andmobilised and interrogate the transformative power and/or potential of theAct at different scales and in differ-
ent contexts.More broadly,we seek todemonstrate howa spatial justice approach can enrichour understandingof
sustainable development policy and its implementation by identifying how sustainable development policy and
practice is understood and approached differently at different geographical scales of governance.

Research method

Data was collected via semi-structured interviews lasting around one hour, conducted between December
2020 and August 2021. A total of 16 interviews were conducted to collect stakeholders’ views, interpretations
and narratives of the Act and its implementation. All interviews were completed via video call due to the
ongoing Coronavirus pandemic. The interviews were recorded, fully transcribed and anonymised with
codes randomly allocated to interviewees based on the geographical level of their organisation. In this
study, PSBs are viewed as local organisations as they tend to correspond to local authority areas (Figure
2). Combined PSBs (where PSB areas have chosen to merge across local authority boundaries into one larger
organisation in order to better respond to the statutory duty), of which there are four in Wales, are cate-
gorised as regional organisations.

Table 1. Key features of spatial justice (adapted from Soja, 2009, pp. 2–3).

Key features of spatial justice Rationale (from Soja, 2009, pp. 2–3)

Equitable distribution of
resources

Equitable distribution of socially valued resources, and opportunities to use them, in space

Spatial dimension of justice A spatial dimension to justice – not an alternative to social or other forms of justice, but a means of
examining issues of justice from a critical spatial perspective

Outcome and process (In)justice is present in both the processes that produce it and the outcomes that embody it
Locational equality Locational discrimination is fundamental to the creation and continuation structural privilege and

advantage
Political (re)organisation of
space

The political organisation of space can create unequal divisions of power between core and periphery from
the local to the global level

Redistributive justice Normal working of societal systems within capitalist economies is rooted in redistributive injustice which
undermines the equitable distribution of resources

Geographical equality of
development

Geographically uneven development/underdevelopment is a process and outcome of injustice that requires
intervention

Perfection unachievable? Perfect justice is an unachievable ideal which means that identifying the relevant spatial dimensions of
intervention are of the utmost importance
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This project adopts an iterative approach, which ‘involves moving back and forth between concrete bits of
data and abstract concepts, between inductive and deductive reasoning, between description and interpretation’
(Merriam, 1998, p. 178). The data collected from the interviews was coded with NVivo12. We utilised a five-
stage inductive approach (detailed in Table 2 below), which was repeated several times to allow themes to
develop iteratively (Kekeya, 2016).

Interviewees

Interviewees were selected from a range of the 44 public bodies subject to the statutory duty of the Act as well
as from PSB membership.

Figure 2. Map of PSBs.

Table 2. The five-step inductive approach for the research project.

Name of stage What it looks like How it is done

Stage
1

Organisation of data e.g. data loading into NVivo, quality check Data transcribed from interview recordings and
loaded into NVivo12

Stage
2

Generation of units of
meaning

e.g. words, items, sentences, themes, symbols
(Sarantakos, 2005, p. 303)

Researcher identified key concepts, ideas
examples and actions based on key features
of spatial justice (see Table 1); indictive
approach for themes to emerge from the data
(Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Thomas, 2006)

Stage
3

Categorisation across
interview data and linking
to research questions

Key categories such as geographical scales (local,
regional, national governance, role of PSBs,
role of public bodies, each of the ways of
working, interpretation of the Act, purpose of
the Act.)

Researcher developed categories based on key
features of spatial justice identified from the
literature as well as themes emerging from
the data itself

Stage
4

Linkages and differences
between categories

Key themes included governance across scales,
challenges to collaboration, impact of politics,
spatiality of the act, and Welsh identity, as well
as spatial justice themes

Researcher identified connections between
different categories and combined categories
(based on these linkages) into themes

Stage
5

‘Writing the theory’ (Kekeya,
2016)

To and fro between spatial justice literature and
data

This allowed us to examine the capability of
communities in Wales to define and
operationalise sustainable development and
well-being in ways that reflect their unique
identities and needs
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Following documentary analysis of the 2017 PSB well-being plans, four case study PSBs were selected, each
with different levels of detail in their well-being plans. PSBs were selected from different geographical areas of
Wales to reflect the socio-economic diversity of the country. An interview was conducted with a representative
of each case study PSB, totalling four interviews. Another 12 interviews were conducted with representatives of
public bodies in Wales ranging from local organisations to national bodies named in the statutory duty. Some
of these interviewees were also PSB members and so were interviewed in both capacities. Much of the existing
(grey) literature focuses on implementation of the Act at the PSB level, with little attention paid to public
bodies (Wales Audit Office, 2019b). In skewing the interview sample towards public bodies, this project
seeks to address this gap whilst also giving voice to the experiences of PSBs.

Results

This section examines the implementation of the Act, focusing on four themes emerging from the data: place,
resources, ambiguity, and partnership working.

Place

Many interviewees agreed that the Act caused them to think differently about sustainable development and
well-being, and to define these concepts in terms rooted in place.

For most, the point of the Act;

is that you, as an individual body, you as an individual person, thinks aboutwellbeing and thinks about, “…What doeswork-
ing towards [all the goals] mean for me?”… it needs to be an individual thought process as a person and as a body. [N1]

Most of the participants linked this thinking directly to the Act’s requirement that public bodies situate action
towards the national goals within the context of their own organisation and wider community. In doing this,
most described multi-scalar practices – i.e. considering their thoughts as an individual, their place within their
organisation and their organisation’s position in wider governance networks and landscapes. These percep-
tions were rooted in specific place-based understandings of well-being and sustainable development in line
with a spatial justice, place-centred approach to sustainable development. As one participant described,
their work on the Act allowed them to focus on the:

join-up between well-being of people and place,… For me, that’s what the Act is all about. It doesn’t prescribe scales or
whatever, so that could be right down to very specific geographical areas, or it could be the whole of Wales. [L1]

This change in the ways stakeholders in Wales think about sustainable development can be seen to algin with
the notion that achieving spatial justice in part consists of a change in processes and a political organisation of
space that spreads power increasingly equitably between periphery (PSBs/the local) and the core (Welsh Gov-
ernment/the national). However, our findings challenge the view that the Act represents a spatial justice
approach to sustainable development in practice because of already well-documented implementation issues
(Nesom & MacKillop, 2021).

Specifically, the vagueness of the Act in not providing clear parameters for implementation limits the ability
of local and regional actors to fully operationalise local understandings of well-being in their implementation.
As a result, many actors felt that their role and remit within the wider governance landscape was not always
clear and that they were working to a ‘moving target [R2]’ as related to the expectations of both the FGCO and
Welsh Government.

While the place-based nature of the Act is often discussed as one of the strengths of the legislation – it is
uniquely Welsh and so is driven by a logic of sustainable development that meets the needs of people in Wales
– interviewees highlighted the limits of the Act as a place-based approach to development. The primary limit-
ing factor identified, which applied to organisations at all levels, was that some of the most important issues
impacting the well-being of people in a given area of Wales (e.g. PSB area, local authority, health board etc.)
are national and/or international issues, such as climate change or migration, that they can neither define
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clearly nor influence sufficiently at their respective scale of governance which constrains their ability to meet
their goals and leads to frustration [R3,L6,L2,L3,N3,R5]. This issue was exacerbated for several participants by
the interplay of this issue of cross-boundary problems and the rigid boundaries that actors bring to the table
based on institutional legacies and ingrained ways of working. As one interviewee from a regional organisation
noted:

The boundaries – administrative boundaries – just don’t really make sense to us in lots of ways. I guess we see that every
day, whereas if you work in a local authority, of course, you don’t see that, because that is what your boundary is… but
people don’t often stop to think, “That line on the map in this instance just absolutely doesn’t make sense, because there’s
exactly the same issue in that valley over there and it’s only five miles away”. [R1]

This failure to think creatively about place, in ways that are both grounded in one’s own place and connected
to the broader ‘place’ of Wales, can be seen to be a key inhibiting factor for successful implementation of the
Act. This could suggest that the place-based approach required by the Act itself may be a factor hindering
implementation by producing unhelpfully hyper-local ways of thinking and working. There was a sense
among most regional and local interviewees that ‘the only vision of wellbeing that you have, or that you can
subscribe to, is the one that exists in your immediate locality’ [L5] which made conflict unavoidable. This
issue persisted even in regional PSBs, which had been able to adjust their ‘locality’ to include more than
one local authority suggesting that while the Act does allow for a somewhat alternative scale of governance
this remains rooted in localist ways of thinking and working even at the regional level. As such there
seems to be a limit to the degree of spatial justice that the Act could ever be expected to achieve as there is
a level of inevitable conflict in the interests of different local areas/regions when they are required to think
and act in such hyper-local ways. This prevents the Act from achieving its full potential as a vehicle for spatial
justice when spatial justice is defined in reference to (hyper)localist processes and practices of decision-
making.

Local actors were particularly frustrated by inconsistency in goals between neighbouring regions/local areas
with many feeling that this was a product of the ambiguity of the Act and lack of guidance [L1,L4,L5,L6,R1,
R3]. The lack of guidance and co-ordination led to a failure to capitalise on possible synergies due to lack of
cooperation between PSBs in different areas of Wales limiting the overall impact that participants felt able to
attribute to the Act. Interviewees at all levels identified politics as a key issue that resulted in criticism of the
place-based approach as they felt that many of the challenges they faced were due to overlapping power struc-
tures muddying the governance landscape and preventing decisive action on ‘thorny’ and ‘big’ (i.e. national
and international level) issues which cannot be ‘tackle[d] on a narrow footprint or narrow band, like a local
authority’ [R2].

Relatedly, interviewees from organisations at all levels and parts of Wales were critical of the foundation of
the Act as a place-based approach to sustainable development as they did not feel that the Act reflects the rea-
lity of people’s lives, which ‘are not governed by county boundaries, by any shape’[L6]. Interviewees from areas
near the England-Wales border were particularly critical of this aspect of the Act, with two going so far as to
say that the main ‘conflict with the Future Generations Act, is that we follow the lifestyle of individuals, we’ve got
to accept that not everything will be Wales-centric’ [L6]. These interviewees [L6,L4,L5] described how the cross-
border mobility of many people in their area renders well-being planning – which assumes that people live,
work and consume key services in Wales – unrealistic. This reinforced the notion that the spirit of the Act and
its focus on place requires a widening of the public administration and governance sphere that, for many, is
simply not possible within the current infrastructure and governance arrangements in Wales. This limits the
impact of the Act in generating the changes in processes and power structures required to achieve meaningful
spatial justice in Wales despite its potential. Furthermore, ongoing tension around the appropriate scale at
which processes of thinking and working around the Act can or should be taking place speaks to a broader
question about the appropriate scale at which spatial justice and sustainable development should be
implemented and operationalised. Identification of appropriate sites of intervention is a key feature of spatial
justice. Thus, the challenges of implementing the Act at any one set scale seem to suggest that multi-scalar and/
or issue-focused networked implementation of spatial justice and sustainable development which spans the

8 I. CARTER AND E. MACKILLOP



local, regional, and national (perhaps even global) scales may help to resolve implementation issues and as
such further spatial justice and sustainable development in Wales.

The COVID-19 pandemic led to most of the interviewees participating in projects that were successful
in overcoming this issue of muddy governance landscapes as time pressure had forced organisations to
work creatively and collaboratively within and between areas to tackle the crises caused by the pandemic
[R1,L1,R2,L2,L4,N2,N3,R5]. The success of interventions necessitated by COVID-19 demonstrated that the
Act was hampered by its own requirements (e.g. well-being plans and assessments) which take time and
resources away from collaborative working on ‘thorny’ issues. Though when questioned most interviewees
did feel that the Act and the forum created through the PSBs is an important factor in supporting the response
seen during the pandemic. The PSBs were seen as fostering relationships between key actors in each area, and
in some cases between areas where national and regional actors are involved and engaged in local activities.
Here again, the Act was seen to demonstrate the potential to bring about meaningful change in the Welsh
governance landscape that could contribute towards spatial justice – however this only occurred under excep-
tional circumstances wherein many of the usual complexities of the governance landscape could be bypassed.

Our research tallies with that of those who concluded that the Act embodies a spatial justice approach to
sustainable development in theory as the ways in which interviewees described the Act confirms that it fore-
grounds conceptualisations of well-being that are rooted in place and that these conceptualisations shape local
governance (Jones et al., 2020). However, our evidence challenges the view that this approach is taking place in
practice as the implementation issues outlined above prevent public bodies in Wales from generating the
change needed to fully realise the spatial justice potential of the Act. The implementation issues the Act
faces regarding its conscious basis in place highlight the inherent tensions in applying spatial justice to real
places and can further be seen to confirm that perfect spatial justice is an unachievable ideal due to the una-
voidable tensions present when applying such ideals in practice.

Resource issues

Three key themes emerged from discussion around resources – a lack of funding, funding mechanisms, and
funding timeframes.

Nine interviewees described the lack of funding as a barrier to implementation of the Act [R1,L1,R2,R3,L6,
L3,L4,R4,N2,R5,R6] (similarly to findings in Nesom&MacKillop, 2021). Several of these interviewees caveated
this by emphasising that having funding would not resolve all issues around the Act’s implementation. As one
interviewee noted:

actually trying to change the operating model so that it’s not all about funding and is more about the ethos of the Act is
really important, but I think it was interesting it didn’t appear to come with anything upfront to move people towards
doing stuff. [R3]

This emphasis on the Act’s purpose being to bring about operational change whilst maintaining fidelity to its
‘ethos’ was echoed across all interviews. However, a lack of resources prevents a true change in the operational
model which could help further spatial justice in Wales and led to participants describing meeting require-
ments of the Act as a ‘tick-box exercise’ [L2].

Funding mechanisms were highlighted by most participants as creating or exacerbating resource issues. A
number of participants noted that silo-ing of funding in line with Welsh Government portfolios and mech-
anisms for UK government funding of public bodies does not relate to ‘real world’ operation for interviewees’
organisations. This centring of power relating to funding structures within the control of national actors and
the consequent tension of this with local and regional interests can be seen to undermine the possibility of
Wales achieving the locational equality, redistributive justice and equitable political organisation that are
key features of spatial justice.

Interviewees also highlighted ‘red tape’ in accessing funding and mismatching between actors and funding
access as key issues [R3,L6,R6,L5,N2]. Several interviewees from local or regional organisations suggested that
‘giving control of financial and resources to those that can influence and affect the biggest change, and being
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responsible at the same time’ [L3] would be the way that Welsh Government could best improve implemen-
tation of the Act [L6,L5,R6,R1,L1]. All but one of the respondents who expressed this sentiment felt that those
who could affect the biggest change were local or regional actors with direct knowledge of a given community.
This can be seen to align with the importance given to local/regional capability in relation to well-being in the
Act and the emphasis on local/individual autonomy of spatial justice more generally (Jones et al., 2020: Soja,
2010). These funding issues are a further example where the failure of the Act to truly give areas the capacity to
govern their own well-being and development (through provision of appropriate funding mechanisms) ham-
pers its ability to facilitate spatial justice in Wales.

Timeframes associated with financial resource allocation were the third issue highlighted by participants.
Mismatches between politically driven funding cycles at the national level and resource planning and allo-
cation needs at the local and regional level left organisations unable to plan beyond short-term funding cycles
[L2,R4,N3,L6,R1,L3,R3]. Many felt that this tied them to Welsh Government priorities rather than their own
well-being goals, shifting focus towards national decision-making processes thus reinforcing traditional core–
periphery dynamics in the political organisation of space in Wales and undermining the corresponding local
decision-making process and power upon which spatial justice is dependent.

The issues around resource and the implementation of the Act speak to the broader issue of implemen-
tation of sustainable development policies where governments create novel policies which require drastic
change in mindsets and ways of working but fail in creating the conditions necessary to support the policy
to be implemented (Kemp & Rotemans, 2005; Meadowcroft, 2009). In the case of the Act this can be seen
in the issues outlined above regarding siloed working and sending directives to the local level about priorities
via funding allocation and so on, which can be seen to be in direct opposition to the stated ethos of the Act and,
by extension, the key features of spatial justice.

Ambiguity of the Act

Interviewees felt that there is lack of national guidance on implementation of the Act (and noted that this has
been an issue since the early consultation around the Act). This hinders implementation, as actors described
frequently experiencing confusion around what the Act does (or does not) require or allow them to do, which
limits their ability to assert their own capacity to act in ways that align with their own definition of well-being
and their local goals. A number of participants felt that the ambiguity in the Act meant that there was ‘some-
times a lack of a roadmap, really, that we might need’ [N2,R1,L1,L3,L4,N4,R3]. Participants stressed that what
they wanted was a ‘roadmap’ and not a ‘rulebook’ for implementation of the Act.

Participants described how the issue of ambiguity is exacerbated by a lack of support from Welsh Govern-
ment on the one side and the wrong type of support from the Future Generations Commissioners Office
(FGCO) on the other. Interviewees often described simply wanting ‘more support from the Welsh Government’
[R5] as many felt they had been left without sufficient guidance in implementing the Act but were then pena-
lised for not meeting Welsh Government and FGCO expectations [R6,L5,R5,L3,R3,R2,L1]. However, partici-
pants generally struggled to specify what type of support would be helpful which could speak both to a degree
of blame displacement and a broader uncertainty about how to enact such novel legislation.

This issue was particularly acute in relation to the well-being plans as there was a sense that ‘the [FG] com-
missioner came back and, sort of, marked the plans’ [L5] without providing sufficient guidance while they were
being created. This led to resentment for some actors:

I think people didn’t react very well. They didn’t take it well. They just thought, “This is not your role. You should have
helped us earlier on, rather than telling us now that we didn’t do it properly. You told us before there’s no proper way of
doing it, and then you say that we haven’t done it properly.” [L5]

Echoing the findings of Nesom and MacKillop (2021) there appears to be a fundamental tension in the role of
Welsh Government in the implementation of the Act in this regard. Welsh Government appear to have chosen
to move away from traditional, prescriptive approaches to sustainable development. This approach can be seen
to alignwith the spatial justice approach of allowing local and regional bodies the room to implement in themost
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appropriate way according to their own circumstances. Yet these sub-national actors suggest that the Welsh
Government and FGCOhave clear ideas about the right way to implement the Act and feel that there is pressure
for the local to cede the national in this regard, echoing traditional core–periphery models of power and under-
mining the spatial justice potential of the Act. While many interviewees echoed this sentiment, a small number
suggested thatWelshGovernment also ‘don’t fully understand how to operationalise it’ [R3]. This was a source of
frustration around the Act and led them to be pessimistic about its potential as they felt trapped within a cycle of
unclear guidance and evaluation from the national level with unclear criteria and consequences for failure [L3,
L5,R4,R6]. While it would be unrealistic to expect the Act not to be accompanied by national-level oversight
mechanisms, the lack of clear guidance leaves many local and regional actors feeling unable to ‘do anything
different… be creative’ [L5] for fear of reprimand. This in turn prevents the Act from living up to its potential
both as a facilitator of spatial justice through the empowerment of local, place-based governance mechanisms
and as a catalyst for new ways of doing sustainable development in Wales.

Views on the FGCO support were divided with some seeing it as inappropriate and a barrier. However,
several noted that they found the Commissioner and her team to be a key asset in the implementation of
the Act with a number of interviewees suggesting that one of the things that would help to improve implemen-
tation for their organisation would be ‘a bigger capacity in the Future Gens [sic] team’ [R3] to provide support
and guidance to organisations across Wales [R6,N4]. Interestingly, several participants who were critical of the
FGCO as an organisation had positive experiences with and views of individual members of the team and the
Commissioner herself [R3,L1,R2,L4,N2]. This suggests that the impact of individuals may be key when work-
ing with a place-based approach to sustainable development.

Regional actors felt that they were often ‘caught in the middle’ [R2] of discussions around guidance as they
were simultaneously seeking implementation guidance from Welsh Government and the FGCO and were
being asked to provide such guidance by organisations under their remit operating at the local level. In con-
trast, national actors felt that the ambiguity of the Act was beneficial as it gave local and regional actors the
freedom to interpret the Act and set a well-being agenda that met their own specific needs. The disparity
in local and national level views demonstrates that while at the national level the Act appears to adhere to
a spatial justice approach by allowing subnational approach well-being in and on their own terms, at the sub-
national level ambiguity surrounding national oversight hinders this potential.

Partnership working

Our interviews demonstrated that power imbalances and institutional politics and legacies were a key issue.
For organisations trying to engage in partnership working, the Act was not doing enough to allow public
bodies to overcome these issues. A PSB member described that it is:

quite hard then, sometimes, to feel that [the PSB] is a truly collaborative table… just by the numbers and the fact that those
colleagues – the local authority colleagues – often work with each other all the time, on all kinds of things, not just the PSBs,
whereas others of us are coming to the table for that [only the PSB]. So, our relationships are bound to be not as long-
established or strong. [L1]

This type of experience, where partnerships and attempts at co-production often manifested in the bringing
together of long-term partners/colleagues with a small number of others was common among participants.
Interviewees from ‘outsider’ organisations described a sense of disempowerment stemming from these
attempts at partnership working – a direct contrast to the type of local and regional empowerment and justice
of process required by a spatial justice informed approach to sustainable development [L1,R1,L6,L2,L3,R4,R6,
N4]. Experiences of this kind continue despite guidance from the FGCO praising PSBs that have chosen not to
have a council representative as chair (Future Generations Comissioner for Wales, 2017a), given the impact
this position can have on ‘shifting mindsets’ (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2017b, p. 3).

Some participants from local level organisations suggested that the Act and its impact on governance and
funding streams is actually having a negative impact on partnership working and local empowerment in
Wales. There was a sense among some that they had seen it ‘decline rather than get better’ [R3]. This was
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attributed to the increased complexity of the governance landscape and competition between actors for rec-
ognition and funding [R3,L6]. For many, the abstract and aspirational nature of the Act was perceived as doing
little to combat these issues. Several interviewees described feeling that some of the more aspirational elements
of the Act are not ‘actually occurring’ [R3] and that changes to the way partners are working together is not
‘coming through the Act’ [L6]. Instead, many of the interviewees questioned whether the Act has brought about
more partnership working as ‘there’s a lot of practical work that was going on anyway’ [L4]. This issue was
particularly acute at the local level where interviewees often struggled to attribute positive changes in local
ways of working around collaboration and co-operation to the Act. As one interviewee stated, ‘I still struggle
to see where you can actually put things locally and hang them on the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, as
being the driver that made it happen [L6].’ This can be seen to provide evidence that the Act is a spatial justice
legislation in theory but not in practice. Instead, local actors are working in ways mandated at the national
level that do not reflect their needs, reinforcing conventional core–periphery power dynamics of governance
which inherently limit the realisation of spatial justice.

Trust was a key theme identified from discussion around partnership working (Owen & Videras, 2008; Pur-
due, 2001; Selman & Parker, 1997). Participants from organisations already working in partnerships described
the Act as a positive force in increasing trust among those engaging in partnership working. They suggested
that it has brought partner organisations to ‘a place where there is a level of trust that was not there before’ [L3]
through an increase in ‘intangible contacts’ [R2] that have facilitated action. However, organisations that are
new partners among groups that have well-established relationships described not feeling as trusted or heard
as other organisations with long-term relationships and institutional legacies. This was most acute for public
bodies joining partnerships where the local authority is a strong, leading member of a PSB as local officials
often have established relationships with local actors and recognised ways of working.

Considering the spatiality of the Act, the introduction of new cross-scale spaces for working collaboratively
was mostly seen as positive. Several interviewees described how the infrastructure created by the Act, such as
the PSBs and well-being plans, has introduced something new into the governance of sustainable development
in Wales [N1,L1,L2]. However, most were either not able to demonstrate or did not agree that this has pro-
duced new geographies of governance and implementation. For most interviewees, regardless of the geo-
graphical level of their organisation, the Act has given new labels to partnerships and geographies of
governance that already existed. One example cited by a number of interviewees was the similarity in the
groups of actors previously brought together by the Regional Partnership Boards or Local Service Boards
and those who are now members of PSBs [L3,R1,N3,L5,L6].

No examples were given in the interviews of the Act generating new ways of linking across scales (i.e. creating
networked ways of working for specific issues) despite a small number of interviewees mentioning such an
approach as a novelway to tackle thewicked issues of sustainable development inWales. Asone intervieweenoted:

the Wellbeing Act is supposed to be transformative, and yet we still stick with the boundaries of local authorities. If it is
truly transformative, should there or could there be alternative, almost geographical imaginations that underpin it? [L6]

Interviewees that discussed these novel approaches to governance described a frustration with adherence to
traditional geographical boundaries, specifically local authority boundaries, which they felt were simply
being re-articulated through PSB areas rather than challenged in ways that could benefit the well-being of
communities as aimed at by the Act [L6,R5,R6,R3,L4,L3]. Nevertheless, interviewees struggled to identify
alternative geographies of governance that could be utilised. A few suggested issue-based networked govern-
ance arrangements relating to issues such as theWelsh language or second homes that would join up areas that
would otherwise have minimal contact but all expressed doubt as to the feasibility of such an approach [L5,L6,
R3]. This suggests that the Act is rooted in existing ways of thinking about place and governance and perhaps
hampered by lack of innovation in implementation which is limiting the potential of the Act in generating
spatial justice in Wales.

While local actors were generally more sceptical about the impact of the Act on partnership working and
collaboration, a number of national actors and some larger regional actors described the Act as a facilitator of
cross-scale working and collaboration between national and local actors at the regional level. They felt that it
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increased their efficiency and prevented repetition in their work ‘because we find ourselves saying the same
things at multiple tables at the moment, so it makes a lot of sense to us… there’s an awful lot to be gleaned
by working at the regional scale’ [R2]. Regional actors highlighted the importance of a ‘shared agenda’ of ‘things
that we all, or a large number of the partners within the room are a contributor to’ [R1] as a driver of successful
collaboration and cross-scale working. This provided ‘shared aspirations and a shared vision for improving
wellbeing in the area’ [R1], both in the context of PSB meetings and more widely.

Conclusion

We have examined how the Act has been implemented at different spatial scales – the local, the regional and the
national– andhow the differences in theway it is interpretedby actors at these different levels influences the extent
to which spatial justice is realised in its implementation. The research set out to analyse whether the Act could
deliver the ideals of spatial justice, whichhighlights the transformative potential of national governments adopting
novel approaches to governance that allow for locally defined and plural understandings of well-being and sus-
tainable development that in turn result in a more equitable distribution of resources and opportunities. Based
on our analysis, the Act seems to embody the values of spatial justice in theory through its emphasis on local
understandings of well-being, focus on participatory approaches and lack of top-down prescription. However,
we demonstrate that this potential for a transformative approach to national sustainable development policy
that embodies plural understandings of well-being and/or sustainable development is not realised in practice.

Issues of resource, ambiguity and partnership working remain central challenges in the implementation of
the Act and there are clear differences in understandings and impressions of the Act (i.e. purpose, aims, struc-
ture) at the different geographical levels (with these differences potentially part-and-parcel of the Act’s spirit).
Local responses to COVID-19 demonstrated that implementation of the Act is often hampered by its require-
ments (e.g. well-being plans and assessments) which are relatively time- and resource-intensive.

In terms of the spatiality of implementation, our analysis demonstrates that there is a national-local divide
in opinions about the Act. Interviewees from large national organisations were the most positive about the Act
while those from local organisations were the least positive. This was linked by some to a lack of equality of
opportunity for different organisations. Interviewee opinion on the Act related to their relative level of power
within their own sphere of influence as related to the Act. Those with the most power in implementing the Act
in their ‘arena’ were the most positive, those with the least power were the most frustrated by issues related to
its implementation.

The empirical case of the Act provides an opportunity to reflect on the spatial justice concept as relates to
sustainable development policy implementation. Four key reflections emerge from our evidence.

First, the Act raises questions about the appropriate scale(s) at which to implement spatial justice and/or
sustainable development. Many of the sustainable development issues faced by those implementing the Act do
not have clear sites of intervention and as such (hyper) localist conceptualisations of the spatial dimension of
spatial justice and place-based sustainable development policy limit the ability of actors to address such issues
by limiting them to localised action.

Second, the Act highlights the inherent tensions of applying such an idealistic concept as spatial justice to
real world places which are subject to ‘muddy’ governance landscapes and embedded power structures which
often cannot be easily altered to ensure justice in both process and outcome. The Act demonstrates potential
limits to the utility of the spatial justice concept in situations where actors must contend with the added com-
plexities and potential for locational discrimination in the political organisation of space present in the context
of devolution as well as local governance. This is seen in the issues of funding which surround implementation
of the Act as local actors are bound by the funding decisions of Welsh Government who are in turn con-
strained by the overarching power of UK Government thereby limiting the potential for realising redistribu-
tive justice and locational equality – key features of spatial justice (see Table 1) – through the Act.

Third, the implementation of the Act highlights that the type of process change required by spatial justice
can only occur if it is a priority and possibility at all levels of governance and is communicated effectively
between these levels. Our evidence shows that while there is an appetite for translating the change in thinking
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produced by the Act into a new way of doing sustainable development in Wales, the ambiguity of the Act and
the lack of guidance related to its implementation is a major factor in preventing potential transformation
being realised. The Act also highlights the potential pitfalls of (hyper)localist conceptualisations of spatial jus-
tice in emphasising the local at the cost of dialogue between scales. Interviewees were often unable to envisage
alternative governance arrangements outside either traditional top-down approaches or the type of localism
represented by the Act. This, coupled with ongoing frustrations around guidance and evidence of blame dis-
placement between local and national actors, suggest that the localist focus on the Act has led to a stalling in
productive dialogue between actors at different spatial scales which, if present, could lead to creative alterna-
tive geographies of sustainable development governance in Wales.

Finally, examining the implementation of the Act through the lens of spatial justice demonstrates that per-
fect (spatial) justice is, indeed likely to be an unachievable ideal (Soja, 2009). However, the case of the Act also
reinforces that, as perfection is not achievable, identification of the most relevant sites of possible intervention
is vital to any effort seeking to achieve spatial justice. The ambiguity of the Act and lack of guidance in its
implementation has led to its potential as a catalyst of such targeted intervention thus far being under-realised
thereby limiting its contribution to spatial justice in Wales.
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