
Experiences of social innovation for Blue Growth 
in the Dutch North Sea

03-10-2017, Katrine Soma, Trond Selnes, Martijn van der Heide & Sander van 
den Burg



2

The subject: Blue Growth

Blue Growth is the long term strategy to support 
sustainable growth in the marine and maritime 

sectors as a whole.
Seas and oceans are drivers for the European 

economy and have great potential for innovation and 
growth. 

It is the maritime contribution to achieving the goals 
of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable 

and inclusive growth.



Five Blue Growth sectors

 Aquaculture

 Renewable energy

 Seabed mining

 Coastal tourism

 Blue biotechnology

Blue Growth in the North Sea
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Policy instruments for Blue Growth

 Support for new technology 
development in 5 Blue Growth 
sectors

 Putting right ‘enablers’ in place
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 Financial support 

 Encourage partnerships for scale 
effects, learning etc



 Top-down, policy driven 
approach

 Technocratic, emphasis 
on technology

 “Efforts to stimulate 
collaboration and 
inclusiveness have 
achieved uneven 
results”

 “Noted difficulties to 
attract investors”

The problem with Blue Growth
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 What can we learn from a social innovation perspective on Blue 
Growth?

● Is there social innovation in various sectors, at what intensity?

● What explains differences between sectors?

● What can we learn for improving Blue Growth strategy?

 Funded by Statutory Research Tasks Nature Policy

 Methodology: literature review and three case-studies

The project
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 “The process of inventing, securing support for, and implementing 
novel solutions to social needs and problems”(Phills et al, 2008)

 Three critical mechanisms of social innovation: 

● exchanges of ideas and values

● shifts in roles and relationships

● integration of private capital with public and philanthropic 
support.

Defining social innovation
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Three qualitative parameters for significance (Baker and Mehmood, 
2015)

 Scale: such as number of people affected

 Scope: deep and multi-dimensional way

 Resonance: capturing people’s imagination in a powerful way

Significance
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 Based on dynamics of ecosystems

● R = growth or exploitation

● K =conservation

● Ω = collapse or release

● Α = reorganisation

 Front loop from R to K

 Back loop from Ω to Α

 Two traps

Adaptive cycle (Holling, 2001 and others)
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Poverty trap Rigidity trap
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Presentation Notes
The adaptive cycle exhibits two major phases (or transitions). The first, often referred to as the foreloop, from r to K, is the slow, incremental phase of growth and accumulation. The second, referred to as the backloop, from Omega to Alpha, is the rapid phase of reorganization leading to renewal.The model of the adaptive cycle was derived from the comparative study of the dynamics of ecosystems. It is meant to be a tool for thought. It focuses attention upon processes of destruction and reorganization, which are often neglected in favor of growth and conservation. Including these processes provides a more complete view of system dynamics that links together system organization, resilience, and dynamics.Traditionally ecology has focused on the concept of succession that describes the transition from a time when exploitation (i.e., the rapid colonization of recently disturbed areas) is emphasized to a time when conservation (i.e., the slow accumulation and storage of energy and material) is emphasized.Our current understanding of ecological dynamics however indicates that two additional functions - release and reorganization - are needed.An adaptive cycle that alternates between long periods of aggregation and transformation of resources and shorter periods that create opportunities for innovation, is proposed as a fundamental unit for understanding complex systems from cells to ecosystems to societies.For ecosystem and social-ecological system dynamics that can be represented by an adaptive cycle, four distinct phases have been identified:growth or exploitation (r)conservation (K)collapse or release (omega)reorganization (alpha)The adaptive cycle exhibits two major phases (or transitions). The first, often referred to as the foreloop, from r to K, is the slow, incremental phase of growth and accumulation. The second, referred to as the backloop, from Omega to Alpha, is the rapid phase of reorganization leading to renewal.During the slow sequence from exploitation to conservation, connectedness and stability increase and a capital of nutrients and biomass (in ecosystems) is slowly accumulated and sequestered. Competitive processes lead to a few species becoming dominant, with diversity retained in residual pockets preserved in a patchy landscape. While the accumulated capital is sequestered for the growing, maturing ecosystem, it also represents a gradual increase in the potential for other kinds of ecosystems and futures. For an economic or social system, the accumulating potential could as well be from the skills, networks of human relationships, and mutual trust that are incrementally developed and tested during the progression from r to K. Those also represent a potential developed and used in one setting, that could be available in transformed ones.Adaptive cycles are nested in a hierarchy across time and space which helps explain how adaptive systems can, for brief moments, generate novel recombinations that are tested during longer periods of capital accumulation and storage. These windows of experimentation open briefly, but the results do not trigger cascading instabilities of the whole because of the stabilizing nature of nested hierarchies. In essence, larger and slower components of the hierarchy provide the memory of the past and of the distant to allow recovery of smaller and faster adaptive cycles. A nested hierarchy of adaptive cycles represents a panarchy.Selected references:Gunderson, L.H. C.S. Holling and S. S. Light. 1995. Barriers and Bridges to the Renewal of Ecosystems and Institutions. Columbia University Press, New York.Holling, C. S. 1986. Resilience of ecosystems; local surprise and global change. pp. 292-317 in Sustainable Development of the Biosphere, W. C. Clark and R. E. Munn, editors. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.Holling, C. S., L. Gunderson, and G. Peterson. 2002. Sustainability and Panarchies. P.63-102 in: Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in Human and Natural Systems. L.H. Gunderson and C.S. Holling, eds. Island Press, Washington, D.C.Holling, C. S., L. Gunderson, and D. Ludwig. 2002. In Quest of a Theory of Adaptive Change. P. 3-24 in: Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in Human and Natural Systems. L.H. Gunderson and C.S. Holling, eds. Island Press, Washington, D.C.Keywords: adaptive cycle



 “Social innovations are new ideas that meet social needs, create 
social relationships and form new collaborations. These innovations 
can be products, services or models addressing unmet needs more 
effectively.” 

● Networking (community portal)
● Competition and contests (e.g. European Social Innovation 

Competition)
● Funding (direct funding, e.g. H2020, Collective Awareness Programs)
● Ecosystems (improve conditions)
● Impact (show impact)
● Incubation (support incubation structures)
● Exploring (look for new ideas)

EU and social innovation
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Offshore wind energy

11

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Rapid development	new wind parks designated	Up to 1000 km2 of space allocatedGovernment supportCFD subsidy scheme	Rapid cost price reduction	Driven by renewable energy objectivesLarge companies such as Shell, DONG energyOver the last years, many research in co-use of wind parksSpatial efficiencyWind farms as area where other activities can take placeSo far this has not resulted in any co-useRisks, insurnance, differences between sectors



Offshore mussel aquaculture
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Presentation Notes
Driven by NGO pressureExisting sector and established practiceResistance from sector Low trust	



Seaweed aquaculture
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Presentation Notes
Stichting NoordzeeboerderijRuns a platformAnd a test-site, open to entrepreneurs at cost-priceNow partner in the MIP ; societal innovation programme together with research institutes



Significance of social innovation

Large energy 
companies dominant

Strong focus on 
technological innovation 
and cost-price reduction

No cross-sectoral 
innovation

National government 
supports

Small scale but growing

Support through 
research funding

Emphasize the potential 
for seaweed

Stichting
Noordzeeboerderij as 
new organisational form

Government support at 
different levels

Societal pressure to 
innovate

Very little innovation, 
within resisting sector

One entrepreneur has a 
different view (“mussels 
for food security”)

Low trust

“Government siding 
with NGO”  
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ScaleScopeResonanceHigher level of significance for seaweed, the others score low



 Wind sector to grow on the 
front loop

 Mussel sector stuck in the 
rigidity trap

 Seaweed aquaculture as (the 
beginning of) radical 
innovation

Three sectors on the adaptive cycle
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Wind
Seaweed

Mussels



 Little social innovation taking place

 Can this be stimulated by governance?

 Timing is key!

● Recognize windows of 
opportunity for social innovation

● Backloop: reorganising sectors

Consequences for Blue Growth strategy 
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 Little social innovation taking place

 Can this be stimulated by governance?

 Timing is key!

 How to stimulate social innovation?

● Avoid poverty and rigidity traps

● On the back loop, initiatives 
need support (not technology)

Consequences for Blue Growth strategy 
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Support for example to make them more resilient



Acknowledging the potential of social innovation

 More dynamic than at sea;

 Take the dynamics in sectors into account

 Government instruments should match the dynamics at play

 Recognize the value of disorganisation on the back loop

And for coastal-rural development at large
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Thanks for your 
attention

Questions, remarks of more 
information, please contact me:

sander.vandenburg@wur.nl

+31 (0) 70 335 8129
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