
The Office for International Relations and 
Sustainable Development was established 
in 2018 in the Department for Mayoral 
and City Council’s Affairs. It has emerged 
from the former Agenda Office in coope-
ration with the European Affairs Officer 
and has been complemented by the new 
topic of International Relations. Martin 
van der Pütten has headed the team of 
six since 1 August 2019.

The staff of the Office for International 
Relations and Sustainable Development 
– INA for short – is essentially devoted to 
three main areas: International Affairs, 
Europe and Sustainability. 

Office for International Relations and Sustainable Development, 
City of Dortmund:

Together for more sustainability
“This makes us one of the few German 
cities that combine these topics,” 
emphasizes van der Pütten. Sustainable 
development, such as climate change or 
globalization, can only be thought of in 
an international context – for example 
through partnerships and projects. “We 
intend to foster international understan-
ding, strengthen the position of the City 
of Dortmund with European institutions 
and promote European cohesion,” the 
committed European names just a few of 
the many goals of the INA office. And all 
this in pursuit of sustainability.

Urban Diplomacy

Van der Pütten explains that the future 
lies in the cities. They are capable of sol-
ving a large part of the world’s problems: 
Already by 2050, more than approxima-
tely 70 percent of the world’s population 
will be living in urbanized areas, accor-
ding to the United Nations. “At present, 
the world experiences a rise in national 
thinking.
This contradicts the idea of equal coope-
ration between states. Cities can have a 
productive relationship with foreign part-
ners – even and especially when states 
are stuck in a conflict,” van der Pütten 
is convinced.



When the UN General Assembly approved the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development in September 

2015, it was the first time the international commu-
nity had adopted a universally valid set of Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). They form, among 
others, the guideline for the work of the INA office: 
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In the project Global Sustainable 
Municipality in North Rhine-
Westphalia (GNK NRW), 30 North 
Rhine-Westphalian municipalities receive 
support in the development of indivi-
dual integrated municipal sustainability 
strategies. 
The model municipalities develop their 
strategies in the context of the Agenda 
2030 for Sustainable Development and 
the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). 

The Service Agency Communities in
 One World (SKEW) of ENGAGEMENT 
GLOBAL is implementing the project 
with LAG 21 NRW on behalf of the 
Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development.

By now, there is a term for this: 
Urban Diplomacy. Municipal partnerships 
are the resilient pillars of stable internatio-
nal relationships.

Networks are key
Networking is essential in this context. 
Just as in the project “Global Sustainable 
Municipality”, which Helga Jänsch cites 
as an example. In the INA office, she is 
responsible for activities related to the 
Agenda 2030 and has been active in the 
“sustainability business” for more than 
20 years. 

“This project contains everything. It is 
about how municipalities implement the 
17 UN Sustainable Development Goals 
at local level.” The project involves civil 
society as well as business and politics. 
The model municipalities receive advice 
and support in implementing their strate-
gies. The intensive exchange between 
30 involved municipalities is essential 
for the project. As a result, the City of 
Dortmund received an overview of all its 
sustainability activities, which it is imple-
menting so far. “We are already really 
well positioned. However, we identified 
areas in which we have some catching up 
to do. For example with regard to deve-
loping a One-World-strategy,” explains 
Jänsch.

Learning from each other 
through partnerships

„We must not only look at what’s hap-
pening in our front yard, we must take a 
global view of the big issues“, says van 
der Pütten. The office will therefore de-
vote its work increasingly to the continent 
of Africa, among other things: “In Africa 
we want to use Dortmund’s know-how 
to provide assistance in the field of public 
services – for example regarding waste 
disposal – and thus also contribute to 
stabilizing these countries and eventually 
reduce causes of flight.”

One example of the commitment in 
Africa is the climate partnership between 
Kumasi in Ghana and Dortmund, which 
is implemented and accompanied by 
the Environmental Office of the City of 
Dortmund. “We are interested in learning 
from each other – on equal terms.” 
Van der Pütten finds it particularly exci-
ting what Dortmund can learn from its 
Ghanaian project partners. It is about the 
care of the native tree population in the 
face of progressive climate change and 
the resulting higher temperatures with 
long dry periods. “We are interested in 
their experiences in handling their trees 
during droughts and how we can imple-
ment their findings here.”

Acting sustainably with fun

But it is also important to Helga Jänsch to 
include the local population in this pro-
cess and to raise awareness of how much 
the actions of each individual ultimately 
have a global impact. 
The FAIR FRIENDS trade fair, which is 
taking place for the 12th time this year 
in Dortmund and was once co-initiated 
by the municipal Agenda Office, is 
Germany’s largest sustainability trade fair. 
It showcases a wide range of possibili-
ties for sustainable action for interested 
parties: More than 200 exhibitors from 11 
countries present their solutions and ideas 
for a sustainable future at the fair. “It’s 
fun and informative,” emphasizes Jänsch.

Being a contact person for the city 
society, but also within the administra-
tion, is important to van der Pütten: 
“We have to take responsibility. 
The INA office sees itself as a motor, 
initiator, supporter, expert, advisor 
and coordinator for actions, projects, 
processes and campaigns”.
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