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Problem definition

In nature conservation policy in the Netherlands, during the last decade, govern-
ance has created the setting for a new role for nature conservation experts in the
policy process. For decades before, expert knowledge was used in nature conserva-
tion policy as experts were asked by policy makers to give advice on matters on
which they were considered to be knowledgeable. Vice versa nature conservation
science was also political as it was shaped by political preferences and considera-
tions to protect certain species, certain types of nature. Striking examples, in which
ecological expertise has played a very important role in policy, are the programme
for nature management with its target packages and the nature target type frame-
work (Turnhout, 2003).

During the last decade, the role of experts seems to have changed. There is now
increasing citizen awareness and involvement in most Dutch political issues. Policy
makers can no longer ignore the opinions of the people interested in and affected
by the implementation of nature policy (Van der Poll & Glasmeier, 1997; Van der
Windt et.al, 1997). ‘Governance’ in the form of a multi level and multi stakeholder
negotiation processes is thought to reduce conflict and provide a broad social basis
of public support (Aarts, 1998). On the one hand, experts seem to have become
now often just another stakeholder among the number of private and public stake-
holders that influence the outcome of the policy process (Hisschemdller et al., 2001;
Turnhout, 2003). On the other hand, the value of ‘scientific’ knowledge seems to be
put into perspective, firstly, because other types of knowledge, such as local know-
ledge, are increasingly valued (Engel & Salomon, 1997; ) and secondly, because sci-
entists produce contradictory knowledge about specific issues (Vermunt et al.,
2003).

Several authors (Hisschemoller et al., 2001; Turnhout, 2003) show that the role
of experts is contingent on the context. This means that the roles of science and ex-
pertise can be expected to differ in different governance arrangements. It can be
hypothesised that a shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ may have implications
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for the role of experts. It can further be hypothesized that the roles of science and
expertise in new governance processes will be different from the roles in the old
style, expert-informed policy process.

Given the diversity of governance arrangements, as has been identified in
Dutch nature conservation, and the potential implications of these arrangements
for the roles of experts and expertise, the following will serve as a central research
question:

How can the role of experts and expertise — in Dutch nature conservation — be understood
given the diversity of governance arrangements?

o Which governance arrangements can be distinguished in the past and now?
o What is the role of experts and expertise in these different governance arrangements?

o Does the perception with regard to who is considered an expert and what is considered
expertise differ in these different governance arrangements?

Theoretical perspective

In this paper takes a social constructivist perspective and uses concepts from Sci-
ence and Technology Studies, Policy Sciences and Communication Studies.

Governance

Over the past thirty years, nations individually and collectively have created new
legal and policy frameworks governing natural resource use and protection as well
as conservation of environmental qualities, including biodiversity (Shannon, 2002).
These new frameworks have in common a new set of elements that emerged as a
new mode of governance, namely multi stakeholder negotiation, inter-sectoral co-
ordination, multi level coordination, adaptive and iterative policy making, and ac-
countable expertise (EC White Paper on European Governance: MCPFE Approach
to National Forest Programmes in Europe).

Governance has increasingly received attention as a research object from many
different disciplines (Van Kersbergen & van Waarden, 2001). The main emphasis in
research on governance has been on identifying and describing the shift in policy
coordination and the mix of co-ordination types. So far no attention has been paid
to the changing role of experts and expertise.

Policy process

With the new modes of governance, the conceptualisation of the policy process has
changed as well. Policy models used to comprise a rational procedure by which a
problem was put on the agenda, policy was developed, implemented and evalu-
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ated. First, the problem was formulated by experts; then, the chosen policy option
was implemented in society; a third stage defined the evalution; and so on.

While this can be a useful way of ordering and structuring it ignores the com-
plex and iterative and context dependent nature of policy processes. Instead of
consisting out of different phases, the policy process is now thought to consist out
of a series of feedback actions or recursive loops' that concern both society and ex-
perts and not just one or the other (Appelstrand, 2002). With the changed concep-
tualisation of the policy process, the conceptualisation of the role of experts and
expertise in policy making has also changed.

Boundary workers

Traditionally, science and policy were conceptualised as different domains or cul-
tures. This implied that the use of knowledge in policy became a matter of bridging
a gap or solving communication problems. The role of experts was formalised in
the work of advisors who had a specific (key) position in the political processes.
Their advice legitimised policy arguments. Science and technology studies prob-
lematised the boundary between science and non science (including policy) and
argued that the boundaries of science are not based on any essential criteria but are
better understood as the outcomes of strategic negotiations (Gieryn, 1995).

With the new modes of governance, the legitimization of policy arguments has
changed. In addition to scientific ‘soundness’, policy arguments should also be ac-
cepted by the stakeholders that are affected by its implementation. Instead of sepa-
rate processes of production and use, authors have conceptualised this situation as
a dynamic science policy interface where stakeholders from different domains are
involved in interactive co production processes (Jasanoff, 1990; Hoppe, 2002; Halff-
man, 2003).

Methodology

This article is a case study (Yin, 1984) of an area that is an example of a situation in
which nature conservation experts experienced a shift from ‘government’ to ‘gov-
ernance’. Based on earlier research, a choice was made to study the changing role
of expert in the Drentsche Aa area. The Drentsche Aa is the name of a system of
small streams that originate on the plateau’s of glacial and eolian sands in the
Province of Drenthe, in the North of the Netherlands. Together they constitute one
of the last relatively unspoilt river systems on the North German Plain. From a
point of view of landscape, natural beauty, and biodiversity, the area is considered
unique. The Drentsche Aa has a long history of conflict among the multiple stake-
holders in the area. It represents a protected area with a history of competing

1 E.g. formulation, implementation and evaluation insistently feed back and forth on each
other (Deleon, 1999).
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claims between multiple stakeholders of which several have been exclused from
the decision making process in the past. Now, it is managed by a deliberately con-
stituted platform for resource use negotiation which includes all stakeholders.

At the field level, 20 in depth interviews were carried out with stakeholders di-
rectly involved in nature conservation policy process. Semi-structured interviews
were held with respondents that had been selected by means of the snowball me-
thod. The interviews focussed on the perception of interviewees regarding their
view of experts, the type of expertise and professional versus laymen’s involve-
ment. Although an interview guide was prepared, the interviews were flexible, fol-
lowing issues that are raised by respondents. In total, 11 interviews were tape-
recorded and typed out with the permission of interviewees. The respondents an-
swers were triangulated with information found in policy documents and archive
material.

Social relevance

In a densely populated and prosperous country such as the Netherlands, nature is
continuously experiencing the pressure of human activities. However in such a set-
ting, nature has many economic, ecological, social and cultural values. Nature
needs to be conserved in a setting where different societal actors with different
views and interests are jointly taking the responsibility for its conservation. In such
a setting, the distinction between experts and non-experts is disappearing as the
role of experts in changing. In addition to this, there are different conceptions of
nature among experts based on different kinds of expertise. With so little consen-
sus it remains unknown how nature conservation is finally negotiated.

At the same time, nature is considered to be a critical factor for success of sus-
tainable development by the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality
(see Ruiter et al., 2003). The policy documents talk about issues of public participa-
tion such as transition, policy change, institutional change and increased aware-
ness of consumers and producers but for many people it remains unclear how na-
ture conservation science and expertise really fits into this. Therefore ministry calls
for an in depth analysis of the consequences of this shift from government to gov-
ernance for biodiversity and nature policy. The proposed project will be relevant
for social issues by producing usable knowledge about the changed role of experts
and expertise in nature policy.

Contribution to policy making

This article takes notice of the literature on practices of participative, interactive
and deliberative policy making. The article distinguishes itself by searching for in-
stances of practices that can shed light on the actual role of experts in multi stake-
holder negotiation processes. In two ways it is a considerable innovation as com-
pared to other research on experts so far.
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First of all, it is innovative to shift from an analysis of the political role of ex-
perts in the ‘content” of policy making or an analysis of the role of experts as facili-
tators in participative processes to an analysis of how the role of experts in the pol-
icy process and outcome might be linked to the improvement of the policy process.
To my knowledge, no other work has described, for example, what role nature
conservation experts play in multi stakeholder negotiation processes.

Second of all, it is innovative to analyse the role of experts, expertise and expert
knowledge from a governance perspective, using the recent insights concerning
experts, expertise and expert knowledge. As compared to work of other authors on
experts and expertise (Wynne, 1996, Hoppe, 2002) the proposed research can be
expected to lead to new insights.
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