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Summary
The objective of this research project was to disclose public participation perceptions in
the Dutch implementation process of the European Water Framework Directive (WFD).
Since public participation is a comprehensive concept with many potential
interpretations, my hypothesis was that within a participation process these differences
could be showed by identifying the meaning that participants give to public participation.
Besides the identification of perceptions, the second objective was to clarify on which
specific characteristics of public participation participant these perceptions differed.
The third objective was to show how these differences in perception were reflected in the
actual practice of a WFD public participation process, for example how participants acted
to alter others’ perceptions or the process itself.
To investigate this, I conducted a case study on a regional participation process in the
Betuwe area of the Netherlands. By means of semi-structured interviewing, participants
representing both governmental and non-governmental organizations were asked to
reflect on the process they had participated in. By means of document analysis, additional
information about the participative process and its context was gathered. The interview
results were analyzed by means of public participation evaluation criteria in order to
identify which specific features of public participation were brought up by interviewees.
Besides an identification of expressed features, the reactions on public participation were
analyzed on prevailing storylines in order to identify different public participation
discourses.
Three different discourse-coalitions were identified, showing differences in their
valuation and use of public participation in this specific process. The first discourse had a
broad notion of public participation and was focused on a smooth and short process in
order to meet deadlines and come up with useful results. The second discourse had a
narrower focus on public participation which mainly included the opportunity to obtain
information and to make interests known to decision makers. The third discourse had,
similar to the first discourse, a broad notion of public participation. This discourse
included next to the possibility for obtaining information and presenting stakes, also the
possibility to deliver information to decision makers and to search for common values
and resolve stakeholder conflicts as important benefits of public participation.
The study shows that the first discourse-coalition influenced the process in a way that
satisfied the second discourse-coalition and disappointed the third discourse-coalition.
Because of its decisions to smoothen the participation process, the possibilities to provide
information to decision makers and to resolve conflicts were decreased in favour of
delivering information by decision makers to participants and a consultation on existing
stakes. Although this was a logical choice considering the expected outcomes by decision
makers, it frustrated a part of the potential participants to such an extent that this group
hardly participated at all. This shows the interplay between choices made in the design
and execution of a public participation process on the one hand, and participants’
perception on public participation on the other.

1. Introduction
“The success of water management in the European Union demands an integrated and
balanced approach to the management of our water resources to ensure the sustainable
co-existence of all water users, from agriculture to factories to ecosystems. The
involvement of the wider public and all those concerned by water management is
therefore absolutely critical.”
-

Stavros Dimas, European Commissioner for the Environment at the European
Water Conference, Brussels 2nd April 2009 -

The realization of the European Water Framework Directive (hereafter WFD) in 2000 is
by many considered as a milestone. It is the first integral European water policy directive,
and is based on an integrated water management and a river basin-approach. All
European governments are obliged to present elaborate River Basin Management Plans
(RBMP’s) to show how a “good qualitative and quantitative status” of their ground and
surface waters is achieved by 2015. Next to the holistic approach, the introduction of
public participation as an integral part of a directive was innovative too: It was also the
first time that a European directive included public participation as an implementation
prerequisite. Although the European Union set out some obligatory participation efforts,
member states were to a large extent free to design public participation according to their
own wishes. This freedom of interpretation caused a lot of uncertainty around public
participation in the WFD: Which choices would be made within this given freedom, by
whom, and on which grounds? The European Union only obliges member states to
consult the public on three essential documents: A time plan, an identification of the socalled Significant Water Management Issues, and the draft RBMP’s. However, it also
asks member states to ‘actively involve the public’ in the WFD process, starting with the
drafting of the RBMP’s.
As with most human constructions, the difficulty of a broad concept like “public
participation” is that it can be perceived in very many different ways by very many
different people at the same time. When people communicate their perceptions, this will
automatically lead to differences of opinion. In itself, this does not create a problem. To
the contrary, it makes people conscious about the possibilities they have to come up with
a better (or worse) solution. However, when public participation is transformed from
meaning into practice, for example when it is written down in a legally-binding WFD, it
starts to shape other meanings and practice itself. In other words, an initial contestation
about meaning becomes a contestation about power when these meanings are used to
decide on a certain practice. As public participation is closely related to decision-making
in most perceptions, and is by many even conceived as the way of decision-making, not
only different meanings, but also different stakes will co-exist. This leads to a constant
struggle over public participation, with losers and winners, and victories and
disappointments.

History is full of examples in which public participation became a disappointment, for
those who organized it, for invited participants, or for both. Although participants are
most often very willing to work together towards a shared and satisfying outcome,
diverging expectations often undermine these good intentions. Differences exist not only
about the issue at stake, but also about what an ideal participation process would entail.
In scientific literature too, the discussion on public participation is broad and ongoing.
My hypothesis was that the perception on public participation of participants on a local
level might for example substantially differ from those on for example the EU or national
policy level. Within a participation process consisting of different stakeholders, these
differences might exist as well. To know on which points these differences exist, how
they are distributed among participants and the effect of these differences on the actual
process would be useful to know: For example, to gain more knowledge on why wellintended participation processes turn into disappointments, and to offer insight in how
these disappointments could be avoided. Hence, I defined my research objective as
follows:
“To investigate which perceptions the different participants in a local participation
process have on public participation, how these perceptions relate to each other, and
how these perceptions and relations find their expression into practice.”
In order to meet this objective, I formulated the following three research questions:
1. Which perceptions do the different participants in a local participation process
have on public participation?
2. How do these perceptions relate to each other?
3. How are these perceptions reflected in actual practice?
In chapter two, I will present a short overview of the Dutch water policy and management
situation, and how the Water Framework Directive is adopted into the Dutch system. An
emphasis in this overview will be on public participation. In chapter three, I will clarify
the theoretical framework I used to construct my research project on. I will present some
background on different levels of participation and present the criteria I have used to
analyze my data with. In chapter four, I will give a description of the selected case and an
explanation on the methods used to obtain my data. Chapter five will provide an
overview of participant’s reactions on different aspects of public participation. In chapter
six, I will show the results of a second analysis on these reactions to identify and present
different discourses on public participation among participants. Conclusions and
discussion can be found in chapter seven.

2. WFD & Participation Context
In this chapter I provide an overview of the WFD structure and process so far. Firstly, I
will shortly describe the European WFD background. Secondly, I will focus on the Dutch
situation by outlining existing water policy and how the WFD was adopted into the Dutch
system. In the last section, I focus on adaptation of public participation. Since this chapter
only presents main lines and structures, it does little justice the very comprehensive WFD
policy process. However, it is intended to provide a wider context in which this case
study can be seen.

2.1 Background European Water Framework Directive
On 23 October 2000, the WFD (officially Directive 2000/60/EC of the European
Parliament and of the Council establishing a framework for the Community action in the
field of water policy) was adopted. Several drivers created the need for the first
overarching water policy at the European level (Kaika, 2003). Firstly, the increase in the
number of actors involved in water management and the reconfiguration of their
respective roles played a major role. An example of this is the rise of the private sector in
for example drinking water markets. With an increasing awareness that water issues were
border-crossing, this increased the need of a more overarching water policy and
management that would be able to address the increasingly complex water needs. The
second trend, a direct consequence of the first, was the rising number of power centres
and scales at which decision making was exercised in the water sector. This increased the
need of a structure in which all these different actors and institutions could jointly
coordinate their activities, both on a horizontal as well as a vertical scale. A third
identified driver was an increasing concern for the environment throughout society,
which had gradually entered the European water discourse and could not be neglected in
new water policy. Pressure by what Kaika calls ‘social capital’ dedicated to
environmental protection, played a major role in bringing this change about. The
fundament of the framework was built in 1995, when the European Committee accepted a
request of the European Parliament's environment committee and from the Council of
environment ministers, of which the main content was summarized as follows:
“Whilst EU actions of the past such as the Drinking Water Directive and the Urban
Waste Water Directive can duly be considered milestones, European Water Policy has to
address the increasing awareness of citizens and other involved parties for their water.
At the same time, water policy and water management are to address problems in a
coherent way. This is why the new European Water Policy was developed in an open
consultation process involving all interested parties.” (WISE 2007)
The two main arguments for introducing the WFD were thus to create a more holistic
European policy on water, and to involve citizens and interested stakeholders in the
establishment of this policy. The first argument is visible in the framework in several
ways. The framework replaces several older directives (swimming, fishing, shell-fishing,
groundwater, urban waste water, drinking water, nitrates, and industrial pollution).
Besides, implementation plans have to be developed and executed on a river basin basis.

This approach, where river basins define the administrative borders, is applied for the
first time in a EU framework directive. The second argument to establish the WFD is “To
address the increasing awareness of citizens and other involved parties for their water.”
(WISE 2007). In the text of the WFD, this goal is represented in different ways. For
example in the considerations, where it is stated that: “ The success of this Directive
relies on close cooperation and coherent action at Community, Member State and local
level as well as on information, consultation and involvement of the public, including
users.” And “To ensure the participation of the general public including users of water in
the establishment and updating of river basin management plans, it is necessary to
provide proper information of planned measures and to report on progress with their
implementation with a view to the involvement of the general public before final
decisions on the necessary measures are adopted.” (EC 2000)
The implementation of the WFD does justice to the concept of a framework. Many issues
are only roughly defined and are to be made operational at state- , regional- or even local
level. This thought is well represented in consideration thirteen of the WFD. It says that:
“There are diverse conditions and needs in the Community which require different
specific solutions. This diversity should be taken into account in the planning and
execution of measures to ensure protection and sustainable use of water in the framework
of the river basin. Decisions should be taken as close as possible to the locations where
water is affected or used. Priority should be given to action within the responsibility of
Member States through the drawing up of programmes of measures adjusted to regional
and local conditions.” (EC 2000)
However, in article 14, some obligations are mentioned as well. Member States should:
“…encourage the active involvement of all interested parties in the implementation of
this Directive, in particular in the production, review and updating of the river basin
management plans.” Although the responsibility for, and the interpretation of 'active
involvement' lies with the member states, the directive does set a certain baseline for
official public participation. Three documents should be made available for consultation
by the member states. Besides that, a presentation deadline is set, in order to give citizens
and organizations enough time to react. The three participation obligations are
highlighted in table 1, which shows the official text of Article 14.
A key reason for the importance of public participation in the WFD is the notion of
European policy makers that public involvement can increase the quality of policy. Two
main arguments are brought forward: 1) tuning of different stakeholders’ interest, and 2)
enforceability through increased transparency (WISE 2007). The importance of public
participation is also officially underpinned by the Aarhus Convention, which grants the
public rights regarding access to information, public participation and access to justice in
governmental decision-making processes on matters concerning the local, national and
transboundary environment. The Aarhus Convention states for example that: “…in the
field of the environment, improved access to information and public participation in
decision-making enhance the quality and the implementation of decisions,….”
(UNECE 1998)

Article 14
Public information and consultation
1. Member States shall encourage the active involvement of all interested parties in the
Implementation of this Directive, in particular in the production, review and updating
of the river basin management plans. Member States shall ensure that, for each river
basin district, they publish and make available for comments to the public, including
users:
I. A timetable and work programme for the production of the plan, including a
statement of the consultation measures to be taken, at least three years before the
beginning of the period to which the plan refers;
II. An interim overview of the significant water management issues identified in the
river basin, at least two years before the beginning of the period to which the plan
refers;
III. Draft copies of the river basin management plan, at least one year before the
beginning of the period to which the plan refers.
On request, access shall be given to background documents and information used
for the development of the draft river basin management plan.
2. Member States shall allow at least six months to comment in writing on those
documents in order to allow active involvement and consultation.

Table 1: The official text of Article 14 of the WFD, with the obliged participation
deliverables highlighted

2.2 Existing Dutch national water policy
At the time the WFD was introduced, the 4th Dutch National Water Resource
Management Act (V&W 1998) was the leading policy document in the Netherlands. This
plan stipulated the Dutch water management plans for the period 1998-2006. The plan
was very similar to the 3rd National Water Plan, which was the first National water policy
written from an integrated water management and water-system assumption. The extreme
river flooding in 1993 and 1995 created a stronger focus on the natural character of water
systems, and on increased international cooperation on water policy. Besides that, the
plan propagated more cooperation between water policy, environmental policy and
spatial planning. The concept of subsidiarity was very important in this respect: Problems
that occurred at regional or local level should be dealt with at this level as much as
possible. The need for area-based policy was mentioned specifically (V&W 1998). The
integrated and holistic approach with a focus on international- as well as local solution
building of the Water resource Management Act was apparently well adapted to the
requirements of the WFD.

Another existing policy plan which is not directly intended to improve water quality, but
is very dependent on its implementation is the Dutch Nature Policy Act. This document
was presented in 1990 and introduced an ambitious intention to pursue a “...sustainable
conservation, restoration and development of natural and scenic values.” for a period of
thirty years (LNV 1990). The core of the plan is to create the Ecological Main Structure,
a network of interconnected nature areas which would offer species a larger habitat to
increase possibilities for dispersion and migration, making species less vulnerable to local
stress. This plan is a predecessor of the Natura2000 network which was enacted in 1992
with a similar aim and strategy on a European scale. A large overlap exists between the
Dutch Ecological Main Structure and the Natura2000 network in the Netherlands. In
2008, the PBL1 published its yearly analysis of the current state of the environment with
an extra emphasis on water. Main findings in the report were that water shortage and high
concentrations of mainly phosphates are major barriers to reach the Natura2000 goals by
means of current nature policy and management. In order to reach the Natura2000
objectives, innovative combinations with water management and spatial planning have to
be made (PBL 2008). Since the WFD obliges member states to restore all hydrological
conditions of Natura2000 sites before 2015, its implementation will be vital to the
achievement of the Nature Policy Act.

2.3 Organisation and responsibility in the Dutch WFD
implementation.
2.3.1 Administrative arrangements
Dutch water management has four key governmental levels: The ministry of Transport,
Public Works and Water Management2 (V&W) at the national level, the twelve Provinces
and 26 water boards at the regional level, and the 467 municipalities at the local level.
The division of tasks and responsibilities between these different agencies is written
down in the National Governmental Water Agreement3 (RWS 2003). This document was
originally intended to support the Dutch national water quantity management plan titled
'Water Management 21st century'4 (Commissie WB21 2000). The final responsibility for
Dutch water management lies with the Junior Minister of V&W. Since the task and
approach of the WFD were closely related to that of the WB21, the WFD implementation
was integrated in the NBW.

1

2
3
4

Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, or PBL, is the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency. It is
the official national institute for strategic policy analysis in the field of environment, nature and spatial
planning.
The Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management
In Dutch: Nationaal Bestuursakkoord Water, hereafter NBW
In Dutch: In dutch: Waterbeheer 21e eeuw, hereafter WB21

To coordinate the implementation of the NBW, a steering body was established. The
most influential part of this body is the National Governmental Water Meeting5 which
consists of representatives of the four Dutch administrative agencies and the secretary of
State. The LBOW coordinates the implementation process and decides on methods,
formats and other starting points which have to be applied nation-wide. Before decisions
are made on these topics, they are prepared in specific working groups. A steering group
coordinates which topics are dealt with in the LBOW meetings.

2.3.2 River Basins
As has been mentioned in the introduction, one of the innovative features of the WFD is
that River Basin Management Plans have to be developed. The river basins of all four
major Dutch rivers (Meuse, Scheldt, Rhine and Ems) are stretched across national
borders. The international Rhine basin, for example, has been divided into nine districts
of which only one6 is largely situated in the Netherlands. This district is once again
divided into seven sub-districts, of which four are situated wholly within the Dutch
national border. In total, seven different sub-river basin management plans have been
developed, which are merged into one final Rhine Delta plan. In order to tune the four
different Dutch plans in a timely fashion, a joint Regional Governmental Meeting (In
Dutch: Regionaal Bestuurlijk Overleg, hereafter RBO) is established. This meeting is the
regional counterpart of the LBOW, in which the heads of the responsible regional
agencies on water management are represented. These meetings are prepared in the
Regional Administrative Meeting (In Dutch: Regionaal Ambtelijk Overleg), in which
civil servants of the responsible agencies are represented. The newly established
governmental bodies are shown in Table 2.

Name

Consists of

Task

RBO

Heads of the responsible
regional government agencies.

Coordination governmental issues on a riverbasin scale.

RAO

Civil servants of the responsible Preparing the meetings of the RBO.
regional government agencies.

LBOW

Representatives of the heads of
the responsible regional
government agencies, and the
Junior Minister of V&W

Coordinating the implementation of the NBW

CSN

Civil servants V&W

Synchronization of the work in the different
River Basin Districts and sub-River Basin
Disctricts

Table 2: Intergovernmental coordination bodies in the Dutch WFD process

5

In Dutch: Landelijk Bestuurlijk Overleg Water, hereafter LBOW
6 This district is named Rhine Delta.

The actual development of sub-river basin management plans is subdivided between
three different parties on a regional level: The water boards are responsible for surface
water, the Provinces for groundwater, and the regional departments of the DirectorateGeneral for Public Works and Water Management (DPW) on primary waterways (major
rivers and canals). During the development of Dutch input in the River Basin
Management Plans, this input needs to be translated into provincial, water board and
municipal policy as well. These agencies have all been closely involved in the WFD
process.

2.3.3 National level
As was mentioned above, the final responsibility of the Dutch WFD implementation lies
with V&W. The role of V&W during the WFD implementation process is chiefly to steer
on main lines, to observe progress and to deliver guidance if necessary. On a policy level,
the Directorate General Water (DGW) is the responsible agency: “...to establish and
maintain a sustainable water system against acceptable public costs.” DGW created its
own long-term vision to stipulate the water policy course for the next decennia. Its main
goals are providing sufficient amounts of water of sufficient quality, protection againstand the anticipation on flooding. (V&W 2008).
Rijkswaterstaat7 is responsible for the implementation of DGW policy and has ten
regional departments, and is responsible for the WFD implementation for the Dutch
primary waterways. Besides that, Rijkswaterstaat has five supporting departments at a
national level. One of these departments, Water Affairs, looks after the quality of national
water management. The aim of Water Affairs is to have an overview on the
characteristics and the use of the primary water system and to ensure efficient and
effective water management for and by its users. It provides knowledge and expertise in
water projects by Rijkswaterstaat and its employees are involved in national and regional
projects.

2.3.4 Regional level
The water boards are responsible for delivering sub-RBMP input on surface water
management, the Provinces on ground water issues. Besides that, Rijkswaterstaat is
responsible for a number of primary surface waters. This has a historical reason:
Rijkswaterstaat is responsible for all transport infrastructure, which includes frequently
used canals and rivers. Since the water boards play a key role in the WFD
implementation process and the case study presented in the next chapter is organized by
one, more information about this organization is presented in the next paragraph. The
water board is the official Dutch government agency on regional water management. As
was mentioned, its core tasks are water quantity and quality management and ensuring a
safe dike system. In total, The Netherlands hold 26 water boards, which all have a
management responsibility for their own district.
7 The Directorate-General for Public Works and Water Management, the executive department of V&W.

At this moment several water-related topics demand attention by the water boards.
Examples of these topics are: Sea level rise, different precipitation patterns, increasing
attention to water quality because of the WFD and water shortage as a major threat to
biodiversity. These topics increase public attention to the water boards too, which had
been operating relatively undisturbed during the last decennia. Public demand for the
water board to increase its scope is growing. However, the water board traditionally has
had a narrow focus which mainly comprised agriculture. Its electorate, its politicians and
its priorities have long been focussed on agriculture. This creates discontent among nonagricultural stakeholders. The winner of the 2008 election, a party called Water
Natuurlijk8 was a joint effort of nature and recreation organizations to gain more political
weight in the decisions of the water board. By and all the new public attention to the
water board did not increase its popularity. Especially left wing political parties are
openly planning to abolish the water board as a separate political institute and move its
administrative task towards the provinces or regional divisions of Rijkswaterstaat (For
example PvdA 2006).

2.4 Public Participation in the Dutch WFD implementation
2.4.1 Consultation on obliged deliverables
In line with Article 14, three documents for official participation were presented between
2005 and 2009. In 2006, the public was consulted on a document called “Clean Water for
Everyone” which included a time planning, a working plan, and a brief description of the
most important themes that would be included in the construction of management plans
(V&W 2006a). The 'December Memorandum', which included an overview of the most
important problems that should be dealt with and what measures were deemed most
suitable to deal with those problems, was subject to consultation (V&W 2006b). The
third option for the public to deliver official input will be on the draft river basin
management plans in the first half of 2009.

December 2006 Time table and work programme for the production of the plan,
at the latest
including a statement of the consultation measures to be taken;
July 2007
Comments in writing.
December 2007 Interim overview of the significant water management issues identified
at the latest
in the river basin;
July 2008
Comments in writing.
December 2008 Draft copies of the river basin management plan available;
at the latest
Comments in writing.
July 2009
Table 3: Deadlines for the publishing of WFD public participation documents

8 Which in Dutch literally means “natural water”, and figuratively “water of course”.

2.4.2 Possibilities for active involvement by the public
Besides the formal consultation on the three documents mentioned above, several ways
of more informal participation were set up. Both on national, regional as local level,
NGO's and citizens had the possibility to possibility to bring stakes and knowledge to the
process of establishing RBMP's. An overview of those different possibilities is given in
table 4.
Level

Method

Target audience

National Consultative Body on Water Wide spectrum of NGO's advises V&W on stakes
and Northsea (OWN)
and strategic issues.
Working groups of the
National Governmental
Water Meeting (LBOW)

NGO's can request to participate in in-depth
working groups on specific issues. Content
oriented.

Campaigns

General public is informed and asked to deliver
input, for example in area-based processes or via
national websites targeted to different audiences.

Regional Sounding Boards of the
A broad range of NGO's is invited to advice the
separate River Basin Districts RBO and RAO on stakes and content.
Local

Area based meetings

Depending on the design by the water board,
mostly local NGO's are invited to participate in the
development of sub-RBMP's.

Table 4: Dutch public participation possibilities next to the official consultation
In 2006, Water Affairs (RIZA 2006) investigated the opinion of OWN and LBOW
participants on the participative process. The investigation showed that NGO's were of
the opinion that participation in the OWN offered them benefits like: Increased
knowledge on policy issues, a stimulus to create vision, a larger network and more
possibilities for coalition building. On the other hand, participants had difficulty with
contacting and being invited by the clusters and working groups of the LBOW. Besides,
NGO's criticized the low transparency in feedback about the valuation of stakes and
argumentation of choices made. Thirdly, some NGO's encountered capacity problems
because of an increased demand on human resources and information input, combined
with decreased subsidies by the state. Another finding was that the expectations of public
participation are generally low within the Ministry of V&W. This attitude leads to a
solitary-minded and awaiting administration, which is intensified by a weak definition of
both internal and external participation. The main conclusion of the report by RIZA is
that although the first experiences with public participation are positive, its potential
benefits are far from being met.

2.4.3 Local Area-Based Processes
The most elaborate public participation effort is, in line with the WFD, situated on the
regional and the local level. In the different sub-river basins, the water boards are
assigned to organize public participation processes to construct management plans for
their sub-river basin. According to an implementation guideline published by the
Ministry of Transport Public Works and Water Management, titled “Pragmatic
Implementation of WFD in The Netherlands” (V&W 2004), the focus in the development
of river basin management plans should be on measures. This approach does not take the
construction of goals as a starting point, but the investigation of the current situation to
identify potential measures. These measures should be both achievable as well as
affordable (V&W 2004). Despite of the advice given in the Pragmatic Implementation
document, the way in which public participation is used in the construction of RBMP's is
flexible. A short overview learns that there is some difference in approach between the
different water boards. Below, I will give two examples.
Water board Aa en Maas chose for an ambitious public participation approach. An
external consultancy agency was hired to develop and implement a strategy to come to a
management plan. The Aa en Maas district was divided into seven sub-areas. A task force
was established in every sub-area to which specialized civil servants of municipalities,
water board and provinces were invited. This task force was the pivot in the process and
had to come up with a draft- and final plan. The taskforce met seven times and was
facilitated by three employees of the consultancy agency. Secondly, a steering committee
was established consisting of all local aldermen in charge of water management. The goal
of this body was to offer local politicians a possibility to get informed, and to offer the
task force a possibility to bring forward political choices. This group met three times and
had an external chair. Thirdly, a think-along group was started, in which representatives
in possession of local knowledge on agriculture, nature or recreation could take place.
The role of this group was to answer specific questions by the task force, and to provide
advice and alternatives. This group met two times. Lastly, a sounding board was founded
which provided different interested parties a general overview of the process and a
possibility to express their stakes. The sounding board met once and was chaired by the
chairman of the water board council (Royal Haskoning, 2008). Another example is the
water board district of Zuiderzeeland, which has chosen a different approach. Instead of a
division in sub-areas first, the water board chose to make the overarching plan at once.
Interested parties were invited by mail to attend two different meetings. The first meeting
was about a discussion memorandum written by the water board. The second meeting
was about the draft version of the report. Both meetings were facilitated by the Water
Board itself. Among the invited groups were municipalities, nature management
organizations, interest groups and drinking-water companies (Zuiderzeeland, 2008).
The above examples show the freedom the water boards had in setting up their public
participation on establishing their sub-RBMP's. The object of this research project, the
participation process of Rivierenland, had again a slightly different planning. In chapter
four a description of this process and my method of analysing this process are presented.
But first, I will present the theoretical framework I used to structure my method of
analysis on.

3. Theoretical Framework
In analyzing different public perceptions on public participation, one needs to have a
solid theoretical basis to relate these perceptions to. Different respondents give different
explanations of the same phenomena, and to have an overview of the different theoretical
and normative aspects of public participation is essential to identify important relations.
This chapter provides this basis, by outlining the concept of public participation. In the
first paragraph I will present the driving forces behind the growth of attention to public
participation during the last decades. In the second paragraph I will present different
definitions of the concept of public participation to show what could be understood by
this concept. In the third paragraph, I will present a more normative picture of public
participation by outlining its potential benefits in policy-making. In the last paragraph I
present public participation as an aspect of good governance, and an evaluation
framework to assess the quality of a public participation processes. This framework has
been used to structure the analysis of my interview data.

3.1 Background of Public Participation
Why has for public participation received increasing attention since the 1970’s? The most
common explanation is dissatisfaction with representative democracy, which is the
prevailing type of democracy in the Western world since the 18th century. This
dissatisfaction has caused a decreased public confidence in being represented by its
government, and an overall distrust in the governing capabilities of the nation state. This
distrust has been shown in empirical research. Bobbio (Bobbio 1989) mentions six
promises of democracy that have been broken by democratic electoral institutions:
1. Popular sovereignty is an incoherent concept, since rule is more about conflict
and cooperation between groups, such as political parties and professional
associations.
2. Representation has turned out not to reflect the interests and opinions of
individuals collectively, but rather reflects organized group interests.
3. Democracies have failed to eliminate oligarchic (aristocratic, elitist) power.
4. Democracies have failed to expand the spaces within which decisions are made
democratically.
5. Democracies have not eliminated those “invisible powers” within bureaucracies
– cabinets, security forces, and private organizations that escape public
accountability.
6. Democracies failed to educate individuals for citizenship.
What has caused these broken promises? Warren (2002) mentions four influential trends
that shape the new landscape of democracy, and thus, the new landscape of the traditional
representative nation state. These four trends are globalisation; differentiation;
complexity; and pluralisation & reflexivity. All four trends are briefly presented in the
next paragraphs.

3.1.1 Globalization
With the rise of the information facilities like television and internet, ever more forces
operate across the borders of the nation states. Many issues have become transnational,
like security, environmental degradation, and market economy. Many issues are
increasingly addressed by international bodies, both governmental (for example UN, EU,
NATO) and non-governmental issues (for example WWF, FSC, www.climatecrisis.net).
These forces: “…lessen the significance of the state as a unitary collective actor and thus
reduce the scope of what might be achieved through democratizing the state.” (Warren
2000)

3.1.2 Differentiation
Many issues that previously belonged under state control, have become the responsibility
of sectoral parties such as markets; systems of social reproduction; knowledge
(re)production institutions like universities; and institutions devoted to arts and culture.
Besides that, an increasing number of decisions are not demarcated by territory
boundaries, but by issue boundaries. This is caused by what Castiglione and Warren
(2006) call ‘doctrines of subsidiarity’, which is the notion that political units should
match the scale of problems with which they deal. The EU Water Framework Directive is
a good example of this: Improving water quality is a task that requires cooperation across
national borders, hence the leading role of the EU. But implementation is based on a
regional and local scale. The role of the nation state has changed increasingly to auditing
processes, assisting lower administrative bodies, and communicating between policy
makers and -implementers. This differentiation increases the sectoral capacities for
collective action, but also increases the zones of political conflict and undermines
political responsibility (Warren 2000).

3.1.3 Complexity
The differentiation mentioned above also increased the complexity of collective action.
This complexity increases the chance of unintended consequences of collective action.
These unintended consequences of “large scale” and “engineering-based models” have
increased public scepticism on these forms of decision-making. Consequently, the public
searches for risk avoidance, or what Ulrich Beck calls the “risk society” (Warren 2000).

3.1.4 Pluralisation and Reflexivity
The last trend is caused by changing patterns of individualization. Because of increasing
differentiation, complexity and fluidity, individuals have a lot of choices to make, which
can according to Warren, “not be refused”. This increased responsibility for choices,
combined with a decreased certainty over the effect of these choices increases individual
reflexivity. This increased reflexivity in its turn provides the space for ethical growth
(Warren 2000). As early as 1984, Offe wrote that “…the outcomes of administrative
action are in many areas not the outcomes of authoritative implementation of preestablished rules, but rather the results of a ‘co-production’ of the administration and its
clients.” (Offe, with increasing differentiation as described by Warren, action is
increasingly often not a ‘co-production’. Instead, it's an inter-organizational production,

sometimes without interference of administration. These trends change the preferred role
of the state as well. This new role is nicely formulated in one of the three major steering
philosophies in the Dutch Department of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality: “From
taking care to making sure that.” The other two are: “Centralize what is necessary,
decentralize what is possible.” and “Debate and dialogue are crucial”. This change of
the role of the state is commonly known as the shift from governing to governance (see
for example (Rhodes 1996), (Rhodes 1997) or (Hajer, 2003). Governance is not
something new; it is old as human civilization. However, since a shift from government
to governance was observed during the 1980’s, global debate about what constitutes
'good governance' has been growing. In what way public participation can enhance good
governance will be presented in paragraph 3.3. First, I take a closer look at how public
participation could be defined.

3.2 Defining public participation
After exploring the main drivers behind the increased attention to public participation, I
will present in this section how public participation is defined differently. As was
already mentioned in the introduction, “public participation” is a debated concept, with
many theoretical and practical interpretations and definitions. In order to see where these
interpretations find common ground, some definitions by different scholars are presented.
Rowe and Frewer define public participation as follows: “Public participation may be
defined at a general level as the practice of consulting and involving members of the
public in the agenda-setting, decision-making, and policy-forming activities of
organizations or institutions responsible for policy development.”(Rowe 2004). Although
this is a very broad and unspecific definition, it is useful to be applied to the large
diversity in participatory processes. What is of importance is the input delivered by
members of the public. This is well shown in the definition by Smith: “Public
participation encompasses a group of procedures designed to consult, involve, and
inform the public to allow those effected by a decision to have an input into that
decision.” (Smith, 1983). The difference between these two definitions is that Rowe and
Frewer include agenda-setting and policy forming next to the actual decision-making.
Another difference between the two definitions is that Smith mentions informing the
public next to consulting and involving. This difference is in focus: Smith leaves a
possibility open for one-way communication, in which a decision-maker informs the
public to provide a possibility to deliver input, but not necessarily receives this input. In
Rowe and Frewer's definition, consultation and involvement are by necessity two-way
streams of communication.
A third difference is the fact that Rowe and Frewer use the concept of policy-developer,
while Smith refers to ‘decision maker’. This difference highlights the importance of the
scope of public participation: There is a difference between informing a public on a
certain issue, and inviting it to co-decide on this issue. And there is a lot in between. The
first author to put these different levels of public participation in a graphical scale (see
figure 1) was Sherry R. Arnstein (1969).

She introduced the so-called “Participation Ladder”. This ladder shows the scale between
what Arnstein considers to be the two extremes of participation: Manipulation and citizen
control. After the publication of this article, similar ladders have been constructed (see
for example Figure 2), each of them showing the same idea: A scale showing the level of
power that is given to the public enable it to make decisions. What is considered as public
participation is a matter of taste: Arnstein does not consider consultation to be public
participation, and what Wiedemann and Femers would call ‘the public right to know’
would be called therapy or manipulation by Arnstein. However, these scales are very
useful to show that different levels of public participation can be meant within a single
concept. In following chapters, examples of these differences in meaning will come up.
However, the next chapter deals with the more normative benefits that are ascribed to
public participation.

Figure 1: Participation ladder by
Arnstein (1969)

Figure 2: Participation ladder by Wiedemann en
Femers (1993)

3.3 Good Governance and Public Participation
The United Nations Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP 2008) identified
eight characteristics of good governance. These are shown in figure 3.3. One of the eight
characteristics is ‘participatory’. The question is in what way participation can improve
governance. Thomas Beierle has listed six potential societal benefits that can be obtained
through public participation (Beierle 1998). Beierle calls these benefits ‘social goals’.
The goals are listed in table 5.

1. Educating and informing the public
2. Incorporating public values into
decision-making
3. Improving the substantive quality of
decisions
4. Increasing trust in institutions
5. Reducing conflict
6. Achieving cost-effectiveness
Table 5: The societal benefits of public
participation as presented by Beierle (1998)

Figure 3: Aspects of good governance according
to the United Nations (2008)

3.3.1 Educating and informing the public
Beierle (1998) describes the possibility of using public participation to educate and
inform the public. He mentions four benefits of an informed and educated public. An
informed public is better adapted to: Carrying out the role envisioned in major legislation
of identifying violations; applying community pressure; enforcing laws; and contributing
to permitting and rule making. This goal closely relates to what Rowe and Frewer (2000)
call the lowest level of public participation: Top down-communication by the sponsor.
This does not necessarily mean one-way communication: In the successful informing and
educating of the public, there must be some kind of reflection in order to check whether
the public in actuality has been informed and educated. The key objective is that those
who are participating gain knowledge about an issue at stake. The higher the level of
information and education, the higher the chance will be that the public knows about
governmental decisions; knows how these decisions were arrived at, and is able to deliver
useful advice and criticism. In the words of Beierle (1998): “In the best of situations, all
of the active public would understand the relevant technical and economic issues
(including their inherent uncertainties), the trade-offs involved in various outcomes, and
the interests of other stakeholders.”

3.3.2 Incorporating public values into decision-making
Where the previous goal aimed at informing and educating the public, this goal aims at
educating public agencies. These agencies should be aware of public values in order to
have an effective focus on establishing new policy. Many examples exist of situations in
which policy makers assumed to be sufficiently aware of values and assumptions held by
the public, where in fact they were not. Beierle (1998) quotes a 1987 study by the US
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in which the EPA's ranking of different
environmental issues' risk was compared to that of the general public expressed in
opinion polls. Remarkably, the priority ranking by the public was almost the opposite of
that of the EPA (Beierle 1998, Davies and Mazurek 1998). Awareness of public values
among policy makers is essential for these values to be incorporated in policy and to
make this policy more adaptive and effective (Beierle 1998).

3.3.3 Improving the substantive quality of decisions
Similar to the previous goal, this one aims at input from participants. However, where the
second goal focuses on normative input, this one focuses on the substantial input by
participants to make “…decisions more technically rigorous and satisfying to a wider
range of interests.” Participant input is not only interesting because of its potential
insight in public values and assumptions; it can also contain unknown facts and creative
alternatives. In this way, wiser decisions can be made that can be more efficient and
might include a wider range of interests (Beierle, 1998).

3.3.4 Increasing trust in institutions
Environmental issues have three characteristics that make trustworthiness of -in this caseresponsible governmental agencies very important. Firstly, long-time horizons increase
the possibility of unanticipated effects. Secondly, the difficulty of measuring and
receiving clear feedback on the progress increases the level of uncertainty. Thirdly, the
diffuse nature of benefits makes it difficult to show the effectiveness of the procedure in
figures (Beierle 1998).
To involve and empower the public in decision-making is seen as an effective way to
increase public trust (Slovic 1993). Trust is difficult to measure. One of the reasons for
this is the difficulty to define it. To find indicators for trust, Beierle (1998) suggests
looking at two components: Competence and fiduciary duty. Competence in this case is:
The ability to do what is “right”. Fiduciary duty is: The will to do what is “right”. This
links up with the fifth goal.

3.3.5 Reducing conflict
Reducing conflict aims at the search for shared values between participants, instead of
using participation as a tool for exercising the will of only one stakeholder (Beierle,
1998). What is ‘right’ will remain a constant struggle between people. The 'right' decision
should end up in policy and this will be preceded by a struggle across stakeholders.
Public participation offers a possibility for different stakeholders to bring forward and to
legitimize their 'right'. This offers a way to discuss these visions and may lead to a
consensus plan. If consensus can not be achieved, negotiations could offer a possibility to
agree on a joint settlement. If this consensus or settlement plan is fulfilled, in other words
if competence and fiduciary duty between parties are proven, this will reduce conflict in
practice.

3.3.6 Achieving cost-effectiveness
The goal of cost-effectiveness mentioned by Beierle is not a specific benefit of public
participation, but a reminder to check how the increase of effectiveness caused by the
first five benefits is valued compared to the choice for a less-participative method
(Beierle 1998). Although it is very difficult to measure this goal, it is also the weightiest
goal in light of the choice for more-participative or less-participative processes.
This section has shown that public participation is considered to be a potential benefit in
governance and policy-making. To conclude, public participation is considered to
potentially: 1) increase public awareness and understanding because of increased
information accessibility 2) improve the quality of decisions because of the variety of
different perspectives are taken into account 3) improve the legitimacy of policy since it
has a broad knowledge base 4) increase trust in decision-makers because of increased
accountability 5) decrease misunderstanding and the chance at an escalation of conflict
because of mutual learning. However, not in all cases where public participation was
organized, the results have been satisfactory. An example of such dissatisfaction is given
in the section below and a framework for evaluation is presented to overcome these
disappointments.

3.4 Evaluating the Effectiveness of Public Participation
Several examples exist in which public participation has failed to fulfil its expectations
and has turned into a disappointment. One example is the ‘The Port of Savannah Process’
(Cox 2006) in which the ideal and actual practice of public participation were quite
different. After public protest arose against a proposal to increase the Savanna harbour’s
depth, the responsible authority (Georgia Ports Authority, GPA) established a citizen’s
advisory committee that consisted of local government, business and the citizenry. The
role of the committee was to “examine the proposal’s environmental impacts and to
develop a plan for alleviating them.” The expressed intention of the GPA was to create a
collaborative process with two-way communication between the GPA and different
stakeholders, to develop “an environmentally acceptable mitigation plan”. In the second
meeting, the facilitator confirmed this collaborative ideal by “characterizing all
stakeholders as equal with ‘everybody’ having the ‘chance to speak up and be heard’”.

However, in practice this equal chance turned out not to be real. The GPA favoured
professional organizations and scientists over non-professional and less informed
stakeholders. Besides, certain sources of information such as documents and meetings
were not available to all stakeholders. That’s to say, there was an unequal relationship
and a disagreement about the meaning of ‘stakeholder’ among the different stakeholders.
(Cox 2006, the original account of this process was published in Toker 2004)
The above example shows that having an overview on how to organize a successful
participative process could be very useful for different parties. However, the many
contextual and procedural factors that could influence its outcome make the
establishment of such an overview difficult. Examples of such factors are the structure of
the process, the people involved in the process, unforeseen external effects, or lack of
information. Nevertheless, Rowe and Frewer have created a framework that points out
criteria to take into account, and that can be used for the evaluation of public
participation. In this framework, a distinction is made between ‘Acceptance Criteria’ and
‘Process Criteria’. Process criteria are related to the effective construction and
implementation of a procedure. Acceptance criteria are related to the potential public
acceptance of a procedure. In total, five acceptance criteria and four process criteria are
identified (see table3.1 below). Rowe and Frewer base their framework on an extensive
amount of theoretical and empirical research (Rowe 2000). However, they stress that this
list shouldn’t be taken too literally: Other criteria might come up, and the value that
should be given to each of the nine criteria may differ per situation. Nonetheless, it offers
a form of support that is not given in the extensive number of specific studies on one or
few criteria. All nine criteria will be explained in more detail in the next paragraphs.

Acceptance Criteria

Process Criteria

1. Representativeness

6. Resource Accessibility

2. Independence

7. Task Definition

3. Early Involvement

8. Structured Decision-making

4. Influence

9. Cost-Effectiveness

5. Transparency
Table 5: Overview of the evaluation criteria by Rowe and Frewer.

3.4.1 Acceptance Criteria
By representativeness Rowe and Frewer mean that the group of participants should be a
representation of the affected public. Determining who exactly will be affected gets more
difficult when the issue at stake gets larger and more complex. Rowe and Frewer admit
that a bias seems likely. What should be in question is the size of this bias (Rowe and
Frewer 2000), not the bias itself.
The first acceptance criterion of ‘independence’ states that a participatory process should
be conducted in an independent, unbiased way. The facilitators should not only be
independent to the sponsor, they should also be viewed as independent. Besides, the
participants should be independent of the sponsor. Like the previous criterion, this is not
a black or white issue: True independence is an illusion when you participate in two-way
communication. Participants get to know each other for example, which already creates a
minor interdependency. What’s at stake is whether the level of independence is
justifiable.
The second acceptance criterion of ‘early involvement’ states that the public should be
involved as early as possible in the process, as soon as value judgments become salient.
The concept of value judgments is taken from risk management, in order to make a
distinction between technical assessments of risk on the one hand – which is called
technical judgment - and psychological and sociological understandings of risk on the
other – which is called value judgment. In the first case, less informed participants might
not be able or interested to join. You could argue that every decision is about value
judgment, also in technical risk assessment, because even in technical assessment,
someone has to choose a method. This choice always contains a value judgement.
Nevertheless, it is clear that a decision has to be made on which moment in a process it is
reasonable and practical to invite participants.
The third acceptance criterion of ‘influence’ states that the output of a participative
process should have a genuine impact on policy. A lot of criticism on public participation
focuses on this point. Disillusioned participants that joined a participation process only
for the sake of appearances are often described in accounts of failed public participation.
This relates to trust and power: how much decision-making power a sponsor gives to
participants depends on the trust in a satisfying outcome of the process. This can vary
highly depending on context.
The last acceptance criterion is that of ‘transparency’. It states that “…the process should
be transparent so that the public can see what is going on and how decisions are being
made.” To maintain the trust of interested people outside of the process, the process
should be transparent in clarifying how and why decisions are made. Outsiders might be
future participants; hence there is an advantage in maintaining their trust. Moreover, it
incorporates an additional ‘check’ by the non-participating public, which can function
like a watchdog.

3.4.2 Process Criteria
The first process criterion Rowe and Frewer mention is that of ‘resource accessibility’:
“Participants should have access to the appropriate resources to enable them to
successfully fulfil their brief.” Four different types of resources are identified as
necessities that have to be met. These are 1) information resources; 2) human resources;
3) material resources; and 4) time resources. The type and size of demanded resources
differ with context, but all four types have to be met sufficiently. The main trade-off for
this criterion is cost-effectiveness: How can resources be used wisely to enable
participants without overloading them?
The second process criterion is that of task definition: “The nature and scope of the
participation task should be clearly defined.” This criterion is used to evaluate the
understanding of the different participants on the 1) scope 2) expected outcomes and 3)
the mechanisms of the procedure. These features should be clear from the outset to
prevent misunderstanding that could lead to less effectiveness or credibility of the
process. The major drawback of scheduling everything on the outset is the lack of
flexibility in the case of unforeseen circumstances. However, agreements can also be
made on this point.
The third process criterion is that of structured decision-making: Appropriate
mechanisms for structuring and displaying the decision-making process should be used.
This criterion is closely related with the acceptance criterion of transparency: By
structuring and documenting how decisions were made, this information can be of help in
the organization of the process. The same information can also be used to show to nonparticipants which decisions were made and how they were supported. Rowe and Frewer
mention several decision-aiding tools like decision analysis and decision trees. They
stress the importance of these tools in group processes, since decisions in these processes
are vulnerable to for example group thinking, dominant individuals, social loafing, etc.
To prevent this from happening, the use of independent decision analysts is suggested.
Besides that, a facilitator could stipulate and enforce clear decision-making rules for the
process.
The last process criterion is that of cost-effectiveness: With major differences between
decision-making situations, the costs of organizing a participatory process might vary
greatly. Rowe and Frewer mention the importance of considering the appropriateness of a
chosen participation method to the specific situation, and to explore more-efficient
alternatives. This will also increase the credibility of the participation process.

3.4.3 How a method changes participation possibilities
Different methods of public participation are described and discussed by many authors in
different disciplines (for example Lawrence and Deagen 2001 and Abelson 2003).
Rowe and Frewer highlight eight methods of public participation: Referenda; public
hearings; public opinion surveys; negotiated rule making; consensus conferences;
citizens’ juries; citizen advisory committees; and focus groups. These methods have
different features and consequently score differently on the acceptance- and process
criteria mentioned above (Rowe 2000). Differences exist on for example the amount of
participants, the focus on knowledge or stakes, the timeframes used or the intended result.
The list of methods provided by Rowe and Frewer is not exhaustive. What is important to
realize, is that the effectiveness of public participation is dependent on the chosen method
to involve participants. In table 6 you will find a comparison between two different
participation methods. Rowe and Frewer scored these two methods on the process and
acceptance criteria mentioned previously. The comparison clearly shows that the methods
score differently on the different criteria. Where a referendum is for example a potentially
suitable method to achieve a good representativeness of participants, this is more difficult
in a Citizen Advisory Committee.
The choice for a specific method does not only show the characteristics of the specific
method itself. It might also show the intentions of public participation by the one who
decided on a specific method. This makes this a useful list for analysis: The preference
for a specific method will be dependent on someone’s intended participation goal.
Participants will value the importance of specific features differently. This could provide
information on which threats to the achievement of their participation goals are perceived
by participants. In the next chapter, I will present how the social goals by Beierle and the
evaluation criteria by Rowe and Frewer were used to structure my analysis.
Citizen Advisory Committee

Referendum

Representativeness of participants

Moderate to low

High

Independence of true participants

Moderate

High

Early involvement?

Variable but may be high

Variable

Variable but not guaranteed
Influence on final policy
Transparency of process to the public. Variable but often low

High
High

Resource accessibility

Variable

Low

Task definition

Variable but may be high

High

Structured decision-making

Variable (influence facilitator)

Low

Cost-effectiveness

Variable

Variable/low

Table 6: Evaluation of a Citizen Advisory Committee and a Focus Group on acceptanceand process criteria by Rowe and Frewer

4. Methods and Case Description
The previous chapter has shown what public participation could mean and gave an
overview of the different social goals that are ascribed to public participation. Besides
that, it showed a framework of important factors that influence the effectiveness of a
public participation process. Besides that, it showed how the choice for a certain
participation method decides on its effectiveness. What defines effectiveness, in turn,
depends on the social goal which is foreseen. In this chapter I will explain which method
I used in obtaining information on participant perceptions, my argumentation for this
method, and how I used my theoretical framework to analyse my data. Moreover, I will
present the selected case in more detail.

4.1 Rationale: Social science, narratives, case-studies and
discourses.
Since most actors involved in public participation do not have the possibility to analyze
public participation processes in the detailed way Rowe, Frewer and Beierle have done,
they will probably construct different perceptions on what a good participative process
entails. These perceptions are not necessarily steady, but are tested and changed over
time. This fluidity poses a major challenge to social research. Social research has been
criticized of having the tendency to study social processes in ways that resemble the
study of natural science. The main problem with this assumption is that human beings are
often treated as “dead objects”, which would follow rational and steady behaviour.
However, humans are self-reflective and continuously learning and reflect on their own
behaviour and thoughts (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Giddens (1987) adds another challenge to
social research. He splits human self-reflection into what he calls “double-hermeneutics”.
The first part is the self-interpretation of the people which are studied, and secondly also
the researcher’s own self-interpretations, which also continuously test and sometimes
alter the researchers’ perception. Besides that, human beings often exploit irrational
behaviour, for a multitude of reasons. In this way, much social science failed in
explaining and predicting social behaviour.
The answer to handle this dilemma, according to Flyvbjerg, is to focus on people’s
deliberations on values and power when practising social science. According to
Flyvbjerg, the best way to accomplish sound social science is to make extensive, in-depth
descriptions of social processes. This is what he calls narratives. The starting point is to
pose three value-oriented questions. These are the three classical value-rational questions,
following Aristotle. Besides, Flyvbjerg adds a fourth question to ensure that social study
deals adequately with issues of power. Flyvbjerg argues that power defines reality and
defines the context of rationality. When normative answers are given to the value-rational
questions, it is essential to investigate how power defines the context of the phenomena
which take place (Flyvbjerg, 1998). The four questions are as follows:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Where are we going?
Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power?
Is this desirable?
What should be done?

To Flyvbjerg (2006), the most valuable way to find answers to these questions is through
case study research, because they provide researchers with a detailed picture of a close to
real situation. His two main arguments for this are that case studies provide researchers
with a nuanced view of reality that includes the notion that human behaviour does not
follow fixed rules, which is different from the notion that is often found in social theory.
The second argument is that case studies are essential to the researchers’ own learning
process, since experience with context-dependent situations increases the researchers’
skills that are needed to do good research. Moreover, he states that social science has not
produced any context-independent theory yet, and that case studies are consequently the
best alternative we have to study human behaviour.
Case study research seemed to be the relevant method in light of my research objectives.
However, the second question posed by Flyvbjerg caused problems: To judge who wins
and who loses in contestations over public participation is not always a very overt fact,
and is very dependent on personal perception of participants. An even more difficult task
is to identify ‘mechanisms of power’, since power is everywhere and is often exercised
without being noticed as such. To observe these mechanisms, one should ideally observe
a participation process when it happens, since many actions could be mechanisms of
power and many are not recorded in any way. However, in my case, the participation
process I wanted to study had taken place more than a year before. Consequently, I
decided to ask participants to answer the value-rational questions mentioned above,
except for the second one. To find answers to this question, I chose to expand my
analysis with discourse analysis.
Hajer defines a discourse as: “A specific ensemble of ideas, concepts and categorizations
that are produced, reproduced and transformed in a particular set of practices and
through which meaning is given to physical and social realities.” (Hajer, 1995). Hajer
operationalizes this discourse analysis with storylines and discourse-coalitions. Storylines
are defined as: A generative sort of narrative that allows actors to draw upon various
discursive categories to give meaning to specific physical or social phenomena.
Discourse-coalitions are defined as: “The ensemble of 1) a set of storylines; 2) the actors
who utter these story-lines; and 3) the practices in which this discursive activity is
based.” (Hajer, 1995). Storylines reduce discursive complexity and create possibilities for
problem closure. Moreover, they give permanence to debates once they get more
accepted. Lastly, storylines are used to connect different discourses and to fit them into a
bigger picture. Hajer calls them “the discursive cement that keeps discourse coalitions
together” (Hajer 1995). Although Flyvbjerg argues that practice should be placed above
discourse (Flyvbjerg, 2001), discourse analysis as described above was in my view a
valuable extension to my method because it offered a more practical method to

investigate how benefits and losses were explained: The identification of storylines
shows the relations people make between the perceptions of others and between different
perceptions and practice. Reoccurring story-lines among different actors point to
discourse coalitions. And discourses in turn, shape the future of the process.
To obtain more data for discourse analysis, I interviewed participants of a regional
participation process. In the end of this chapter, I provide more information on these
interviews and the choices I made in designing and conducting them. First, I will give an
outline of the selected case.

4.2

Case selection and description

4.2.1 Selection
Since the objective was to perform a case study on participants perceptions of public
participation, I consulted policy documents and websites to search for an interesting case.
As was described in the previous chapter, many different loci of public participation
existed within the Dutch implementation process. I chose for a regional process with
local stakeholders, because I had a special interest in public participation experiences by
non-professional and local representatives, and because the time-intensity of doing case
study research did not allow me to take a national or European focus. Soon it became
clear that the water boards were responsible for the coordination of these regional
participation efforts. In order to minimize travel time to interviewees, I chose a nearby
water board named Rivierenland, and conducted an explorative interview with its WFD
project coordinator. This interview provided valuable information on many aspects of the
process from the water board's view. After this interview, one of the six sub-districts of
the water board territory, called Betuwe, was chosen. This choice was made after
consulting the water board about the most interesting sub-process to investigate, and after
the analysis of the process reports. The water board provided invitation lists, attendance
lists, minutes of the workshops, the followed participation plan and the report with
detailed information about the sub-district.

4.2.2 Description of Rivierenland
The territory of water board Rivierenland is 2010 km2 in size and is situated in the centre
of the Netherlands. The territory includes 950.0000 inhabitants and extends over three
provinces and 38 municipalities. The water board organization is responsible for the
maintenance of 3992 kilometres of channels and water courses, 1617 floodgates, 194
pumping-stations and 140 kilometres of waterways. Besides, it is responsible for water
purification, which includes maintaining 39 sewage treatment plans, 184 sewage
pumping stations and a 538 kilometres long transport sewer system. The organization
counts over 700 employees and has a yearly budget of over 140 million euro (WSRL,
2008).
In light of the WFD, the water board Rivierenland is part of the Rhine-West river basin
district. Like the seven other water boards of this district, its results of the regional
processes must be reported to the Regional Governmental Meeting of Rhine-West. In
figures 4 and 5, the position of the Rhine-West district within the Netherlands, and the
position of the eight water boards within the Rhine-West district can be found.

4.2.3 The General Investigation
In autumn 2005 the water board Rivierenland started implementing the WFD. All water
boards had to deliver a general overview of the expected main tasks, potential measures,
and expected costs in their territory. This information would be the core of the December
Memorandum to inform parliament in December 2006 (V&W 2006b). In order to provide
this overview, Rivierenland organized the so-called 'General Investigation9'.

Figure 4: A map showing the four different
River Basin Districts in The Netherlands.
The Rhine River Basin District is subdivided
into four sub-districts.

Figure 5: A map of the Rhine-West River
Basin District, which shows the
administrative boundaries of the different
Water Boards within its borders. Water
Board Rivierenland is situated on its
south-eastern border.

To receive external input, the water board firstly organised three informative meetings for
a broad audience about the general characteristics of the WFD. Secondly, a project group
consisting of all four water partners10 was established. The reason for the establishment
of this group was that the water board wished to create a territory-based opinion

9 In dutch: Globale Verkenning
10 Water partners are all the governmental agencies involved with water management in the region, in this
case the water board, municipalities, provinces and the regional offices of DPW.

supported by all the responsible agencies within its border. This project group met seven
times.

Thirdly, a sounding board was established, in which NGO's like agriculturalenvironmental- and recreation organizations were invited to express their opinion on the
current situation and on useful measures in the Rivierenland territory. This sounding
board met two times. In one of the sounding board meetings, a WFD simulation game
was played. This game was developed by a Dutch foundation11 and was meant to give
local actors the possibility to simulate the coming WFD process and to show EU
expectations concerning local WFD outcomes (Reinwater 2008n Water Spel”,
Rivierenland 2007 participatielogboek).
In February 2006, Rivierenland organized a workshop with municipal civil servants to
discuss potential measures for water quality improvements. This included a comparison
between the already planned measures and the WFD requirements, in order to gain
insight in the expected effort. In June 2006 the General Investigation was completed. A
newsletter (WSRL 2006b) was published to inform non-participating municipalities
about the progress made, and to present a preview on future activities. The main event in
the short term was a series of three network-meetings for municipal and provincial
politicians in September 2006. The goal of these meetings was to inform political
decision makers about WFD requirements and to consult them on the plans their civil
servants had developed to meet these requirements.

4.2.4 The Comprehensive Development
September 2006 also marked the start of the logical successor of the General
Investigation: the Comprehensive Development12 (CD). This outcome of this process
would be used as input for the Rhine-West sub-River Basin Management Plan (SRBMP).
The General Investigation covered the entire territory of Water Board Rivierenland. In
the Comprehensive Development this territory was divided into seven sub-territories (see:
figure 7). This division was made because the water board would like to obtain more
concrete measures based on specific situations. The division in seven sub-territories was
previously used successfully in another water management project13, and was based on
the borders of old Water Board districts, before they were merged into Rivierenland.
Next to the division in sub-RBMP's, the structure of meetings was duplicated as well. In
every sub-territory, four meetings were organized. The first and the last meeting were
intended for local politicians, and were informative in character. The second and third
meeting were organized for civil servants and NGO's, and were more deliberative in
character. These deliberations are the primary object of this research project.

11 This foundation, called 'Reinwater', was founded in 1974 with the objective to improve the Dutch water
qualiy, which was at its all-time low by then. Especially the water of the river Rhine was highly
polluted. The name Reinwater comes from the dutch words 'Rijnwater', which means 'water from the
river Rhine', and 'rein' which means 'clean'.
12 In Dutch: Gedetailleerde Uitwerking
13 This was a participation project in light of the Dutch national water quantity act called 'Waterbeheer 21e
Eeuw' which means Water Management 21st century.

Figure 6: Territory of the water board Rivierenland, which shows the seven subterritories used during the WFD process. The dark lines show the municipal borders
(WSRL, 2007)
Between November 2006 and October 2007, the water board organized a total of 25
workshops in the seven sub-territories. The projects were planned stepwise in time. The
first of the seven projects was a pilot. In this sub-territory, three meetings instead of two
were organized. One of the seven sub-territories was relatively small and was merged
with the adjacent one. Civil servants and a diversity of NGO representatives were invited
to the workshops. The civil servants represented mostly municipalities but also the
provinces and in some cases Rijkswaterstaat as well. During the first workshops, the
water board presented to the participants the results of the General Investigation, which
roughly described the state of the current water quality, the current measures that were
already taken and the result of these measures, and the extra effort that was demanded by
the WFD. Besides, the water board presented a full set of measures which would achieve
all WFD requirements before 2015.

The participants were asked to discuss in groups about the presented measures. The
questions asked by the water board to evaluate these measures were as follows:
1. Do you consider the measure to be useful?
2. Do you consider the scale of the measure socially acceptable?
3. Do you see possibilities or threats to other functions like nature, agriculture or
housing?
4. Does the measure contribute to different (policy) goals or not?
5. Do you consider the measure to be sustainable or not?
6. Does the measure contribute to the quality of life in the area?
7. Do you see other minus or plus points?
The output of this group work was used by the water board to construct a new set of
measures, which would be more realistic and in line with the viewpoints of all the
participants. This set of measures was presented during the second workshop. The focus
of the second workshop was to evaluate the affordability of the selected measures. The
result of this workshop was then presented in the second meeting organized for local
politicians. The outcomes of this last political meeting produced the basis for the subterritory management plans which were written by the water board and sent to all
participants. In November 2007 two meetings were organized to present the combined
outcomes of the seven sub-territory management plans to all participants. In December
2007, a symposium was organized for all local and regional politicians to allow feedback
on the regional process, and to make agreements for the tuning of municipal and
provincial water policy on the one hand, and of the sub-RBMP of Rhine-West on the
other. This symposium marked the end of the Comprehensive Development phase.

4.2.5 Betuwe and Groesbeek/Ooijpolder sub-territory
The two workshops of the Betuwe sub-territory took place on the 19th of April and the
19th of June, but during afternoons. Because of its relatively small size, the sub-territory
of Groesbeek/Ooijpolder which is situated on the south-eastern border of the Betuwe,
was merged with the Betuwe sub-territory. In total, forty civil servants and NGO
representatives were invited. They represented many different backgrounds: Ten different
municipalities; one province; six different agricultural districts, two unions, three nature
management organizations, one drinking water company; Rijkswaterstaat; the Chamber
of Commerce; the Dutch National Angling federation; two agricultural nature
management organizations and four environmental interest organizations. In total, 32 of
them participated in one or two workshops. The process was facilitated by three people of
the water board. Besides them, employees of the water board passively attended the
workshops and delivered additional information if necessary14.

14 Six employees were attending during the first workshop and four attended during the second workshop.

4.3 Practical use of methods
4.3.1 Interviews
On the basis of the described theory, I designed a semi-structured interview. Generally,
respondents were asked to introduce themselves and to shortly outline previous
experience with participative processes, water quality issues and the water board. Besides
that, the respondents were asked to describe the participative process as they had
experienced it. Lastly, interviewees were asked about issues they would have dealt
differently with if they had been responsible for the process organization. Besides that, I
asked them about their expectations of the future. Participants were stimulated to tell their
own story as much as possible. However the interview structure was used as a checklist.
To ensure comparability between the answers, I brought some unmentioned themes up
myself. Questions were kept as open and neutral as possible, but more specific questions
were asked in case more explanation was needed. In order to make comparison between
the different participants more valuable, the content of the questions was kept close to
actual practice. The interviews, which were conducted between the 23rd of June and the
7th of August 2008, were conducted at a location chosen by the interviewee. This location
was in six cases an office without others present. Four interviews were conducted at
interviewees’ kitchen table, and one interview was conducted in a pub. All interviews
were recorded with an Olympus digital voice recorder. All interviewees were asked for
permission to record the interview and all interviewees gave permission to do so. The
shortest interview lasted 31 minutes and the longest one 80 minutes. In the discussion
chapter I will present more reflection on the interview outcomes.

4.3.2 Selection of interviewees
A selection of participants was made from the attendance list. In total, 32 people
(excluding the passive observers from the water board) participated in the workshops.
Because of time constraints, I chose not to interview all participants, but to make a
selection instead. The first selection criterion was attendance during both workshops.
Interviewees that attended both workshops could provide more valuable comments on for
example their view on the followed structure. The second selection criterion was the
representation of different stakes. Eleven organizations were represented in both
workshops, of which only nine participants were present in both workshops. These nine
participants were invited by telephone for an interview. Only one of these participants
was unable to accept the invitation. Because a total sample of eight interviewees was too
small, and this sample did not represent all participating stakes, I invited some
interviewees that attended only one of the two workshops. Out of seven invitations, three
were accepted. After these three interviews, one more interview was conducted with a
representative of an environmental organization. The reason for this choice was the low
environmental representation represented in the sample. This resulted in a total of thirteen
interviews, of which eleven were conducted in a similar way. Two interviews had a
different structure: The first was with the project coordinator and was more explorative in
character. The second was with a respondent who was invited to the process, but had not
been able to attend. This changed the type of questions asked.

4.3.3 Document Analysis
To identify the most important issues that were discussed during the workshops, I studied
the minutes of the workshops and the draft territory-based plan I received from the Water
Board. Besides that, I studied the websites and newsletters of the organisations that were
represented in the process, to obtain information on their usual message and style. This
made me more aware of what had taken place before interviewing participants, and
provided me with some practical examples to ask about.

4.3.4 Interview Analysis
All interview recordings were fully copied out in Microsoft Word and the texts were
analysed and sorted by means of the participation criteria by Rowe and Frewer and the
social goals by Beierle mentioned in the previous chapter. The result of this analysis is
described in the next chapter. Individual overviews of the mentioned criteria were created
as well to make analysis easier. These results were used as the basis of a second analysis,
in which discourse analysis was used to identify story lines within the personal answers
and between the different interviewee's answers. The identified story lines offered the
possibility to formulate different discourses found among the interviewees. The results of
this second analysis are described in chapter 6.

5

Presenting the prevailing story-lines on the
Rivierenland public participation process

In this chapter, I will outline the views of the different interviewees on the Rivierenland
participation process they participated in15. The results are structured and presented point
by point on the basis of the evaluation criteria on effectiveness of public participation by
Rowe and Frewer (paragraphs 5.1-5.9) and on the basis of the potential social goals of
public participation by Beierle (paragraphs 5.10-5.15). The chosen structure provides
more clarity on which specific strengths and weaknesses of participation are brought up
by participants and how they value those features. More interestingly, it also shows the
explanation of participant evaluation: Different story-lines explaining the same process.
This identification of story-lines can be used to identify different discourses on public
participation among the participants.

5.1 Representativeness
Rowe and Frewer (2000) define the criterion of representativeness as follows: “The
public participants should comprise a broadly representative sample of the population of
the affected public.” Eleven out of twelve interviewees mentioned representativeness in
their answers, and it has predominantly been judged positively. Ten out of eleven
interviewees expressed their satisfaction with the composition of the group that attended
the process. However, the explanation for this satisfaction differed between the
respondents. Besides that, the few that mentioned dissatisfaction showed differences in
motivation as well.
One municipal officer mentioned that the WFD participation process by the water board
of Rivierenland had been an example of in his own words 'multi-staged representation'.
He considers this approach as the best available alternative. In his own words:
“I don't think we have missed out on parties. It is a multi-staged representation, at this
abstract sub-river-basin level it is impossible to work otherwise. Our -municipalparticipation processes are also multi-staged. Of course we say: Every citizen has had
the opportunity to join in the thinking, but that in fact is an illusion. You send them a
letter and invite them all and 100 out of 5000 residents show up. And out of those 100, 20
actively participate in working-groups or whatsoever. And that's it, that is multi-staged
representation, and that is of course a drawback of participation. But I mean, it is the
best achievable alternative. That's likewise here, everyone who has something to say
about water, or is involved in water, has been invited as far as I know. Has shown up as
well, because the attendance was generally, in my opinion, pretty good, yes indeed. In
that respect, it has not been the case that every municipality has been present during
every workshop, but overall the attendance was reasonable. And everyone has had the
opportunity, especially because you received the draft report, to deliver his input. And the
question was asked explicitly to co-write on the report, and that has happened, yes.”
15

An overview of all the given quotes and by which interviewees they were made can be found in Annex I.

Not everyone was satisfied about attendance: The representative of the Dutch National
Federation of Anglers stated that “municipalities were really absent.” He had doubts
about the exact reason for this absence, and guessed that invited municipalities “might
have had nothing to tell the others.” Surprisingly, a representative of the DirectorateGeneral for Public Works and Water Management (DPW) in turn noticed the absence of
the sporting fisheries organization during the workshops, although this organization was
represented on both occasions. This can be explained by the fact that only the regional
representative of the Federation of Anglers was invited. To the other area-based
processes the DPW representative attended, all local representatives of the Federation of
Anglers had been invited. This resulted in a larger and probably more visible amount of
angling representatives.
Not all feedback was about the absence of specific groups: All four representatives of the
agricultural sector mentioned the large number of representatives and especially the
differing backgrounds of these representatives. Two of them were surprised by this
variety during the first workshop, and had expected a narrower representation with less
different stakes. However, all four did not value this heterogeneity as insurmountable and
judged the general representativeness positively.
Major negative criticism came from the representative of the Gelderse Milieufederatie
(GMF). This participant was not officially a member of the GMF, but was asked to speak
for the organisation. He had expected a broader set of stakeholders, including nature- and
recreation-organisations. In his opinion, the absence of these organisations influenced the
outcome of the process considerably in a negative way, since hardly any attendants
representing nature conservancy stakes in the area attended the process. In his own
words:
“There were only few nature-people. Exactly, nature and environment … Because I was
in fact the only one. As a consequence I was not really enthused. And if there would have
been more of these people, we might have gotten a little bit further. That slightly
dissatisfied me. Ergo, the farmers were well represented.”
Four respondents mentioned -without being asked- the responsibility of making sure that
all invited organisations are present during workshops. All four of them placed this
responsibility for attendance purely at the participants' side. This attitude is well
expressed in the quote by one of these four respondents:
“But still, you cannot oblige these people to attend the workshops. All you can do is invite
them and shortly point out the importance. But if they don't show up, it's enough.”

5.2 Independence
The acceptance criterion of independence is defined as: “The participation process
should be conducted in an independent, unbiased way.” Besides that, Rowe and Frewer
(2000) state that: “Management of the participation process should be unbiased, such
that managers and facilitators are not independent in actuality, but are seen to be
independent. Likewise, public representatives should be independent of any affiliation to
the sponsoring body.”
The participation process described in this case has been far from independent. The
interdependency between the water board and most participants was comprehensive and
historic. Eleven of the twelve interviewees had contact with the water board on a regular
basis. For ten interviewees, this contact was on a professional basis. One participant
joined a previous participation process. One of the interviewees had been in the Board of
Directors for more than two years. One of the representatives' organizations was paid by
the water board for water management tasks on a regular basis. Most of the attendants
had been consulted on different issues by the water board before. Only the Labour
Unions were invited for the first time, and they were represented by the only two
'inexperienced' participants.
Two respondents mentioned the large number of water board employees attending the
two workshops. Minutes of the workshop show that the group comprised 9 out of 34 for
the first workshop, and 7 out of 23 in the second workshop. The workshop was facilitated
by employees the water board. Considering the criterion of Rowe and Frewer, one could
say that the water board Rivierenland was neither independent in the issue at stake nor
did it seem to put a lot of effort in minimizing the possible threat of this dependence to
the process.
However, not a single respondent mentions the double role of the water board as a
participant and facilitator, let alone any dissatisfaction about the possibility that it might
disturb the quality of the participative process. Apparently, this is not considered to be a
threat to participation by the respondents.

5.3 Early involvement
The early involvement criterion states that: “The public should be involved as early as
possible in the process, as soon as value judgements become salient.” (Rowe & Frewer
2000)
Overall, there was little feedback among interviewees on this issue. As was mentioned in
the case description, the General Investigation started in September 2005 and this also
marked the start of the WFD-process by the water board Rivierenland. A sounding board
was already established during this General Investigation phase in January 2006. This
shows that interested parties were involved in an early state. This might explain for the
low interview feedback on this criterion.

Only one representative of an environmental NGO was disappointed about the agenda
setting, which was different from what he had expected, and also differed from what had
been agreed upon at a national level. The exact reason for this difference was still unclear
to him:
“Besides the absence of real participation in many other districts, there was a second
problem. A couple of themes were of our concern in the WFD. You have a triad: Surface
water systems, ground water systems and the natural- or protected areas. Of these three
topics, nature areas are most important to us. What happened: The water boards, which
were responsible for facilitating an integral process to investigate these three topics,
appeared to be only willing to take care of the system they had direct influence on: The
surface water system. As a consequence, several seepage water problems, nature areas,
etcetera, were not discussed. According to the water boards, this was a Provincial task.
And that was the second problem: Even in districts where a participative area-based
process was organized like in Rivierenland, which was a positive exception, on content
we did not move an inch into the right direction. At least not in our area of concern. …
And who was responsible for the decision that the water board of Rivierenland would
only deal with surface water, instead of what was also stated in the December
Memorandum, with groundwater and nature areas too. And for which reason? I don't
know. ”
Rowe and Frewer mention that public debate should be allowed not just on narrow,
predefined problems, but also on underlying assumptions and agenda setting. In this case,
there has been contact about the agenda setting. However this did not lead to a
satisfactory result for the GMF. According to the GMF, time pressure decreased the
possibility to build a solution, because results had to be delivered by the water boards. In
his opinion the total process started too late, since the WFD came into effect in 2000
while the General Investigation started in 2005. This decreased the possibility to set up a
broad and integrated participative process.

5.4 Influence
This criterion is defined as: “The output of the procedure should have a genuine impact
on policy.” (Rowe & Frewer 2000). Rowe and Frewer identify the lack of impact as one
of the main complaints on public participation. Often participants have the feeling their
presence is only used to legitimize certain decisions or to give an appearance of
consultation, but do not have the feeling they have been really heard and that their input
is used in the final plan. In the interview reactions I found many examples of doubt about
the genuine impact of the process on policy. Different argumentations were given, which
I will mention briefly in the next paragraphs.

5.4.1 Political Support
Four participants doubted if there would be enough support by politicians within the
water board and at municipal level for the participation process' output. Participants
feared that a solid plan was created during the participative process, which afterwards
would receive no or only minor political support, decreasing the influence on the final
plan. This concern was for example expressed by the representative of the Federation of
Anglers:
“I think that what is policy should remain policy, and what is politics should remain
politics, but in that case you should take care that your input into is politics good. In our
case, this was not exactly happening, I think. If we brought something forward on policy
level, the question remained if there would be support on political level as well. That is
probably a slight dilemma.”
Another respondent is more explicit:
“But if you want to create support for water quality, it should turn into politics. And
that's where nobody has spoken about yet. I don't know, I think the water board has been
operating slightly too isolated in this case. Although that might have been very beneficial
for their goals, that they finally advise the minister to enact a law. And I don't know, I
absolutely don't know how the game is played in The Netherlands. During a previous
participation process for another government, I completely bet on the wrong horse. I
joined the Advisory Committee. I should have joined the political opposition! We
shouldn't have been convinced to deliver input in the Advisory Committee. Because it was
no advice! It was a legal obligation to engage the citizen. But there was no single
obligation or indication, that what we brought forward should be followed up or
commented upon. And consequently that didn't happen. They simply followed their own
plan.”
Although the same respondent admits that he believes the facilitation of this process was
sincere and that the water board was a good translator of what had been expressed, he
still had a considerable amount of distrust concerning the follow-up in politics.

5.4.2 Level of Abstraction
Four respondents mentioned the high level of abstraction during the workshops as a
threat to the amount of input that would genuinely be adopted into policy. There was
doubt about to what extent the general outcome of the process would be of high value to
the actual plan, and if it wouldn't have been more valuable to make more specific plans.
One respondent linked the influence criterion to the way the workshops were designed. In
his opinion, there was too little focus on conflicts between the different participants.
Because of this, relatively much time was spent on issues on which all participants could
agree.

“Honestly, I am also wondering if the information that came out of the working groups
actually filtered through to the final plan. I doubt it. I don't think so, I think we have been
working really well that day, but our output did not contribute in any way to policy
making. That is maybe a very negative point of view. But it is the impression I get, when I
look back at what has happened. What is the information that is really taken up by policy
makers to be incorporated into the final plan? I don't know. But I am not very
optimistic.”

5.5 Transparency
“The process should be transparent so that the public can see what is going on and how
decisions are being made.” (Rowe and Frewer 2000)
None of the interviewees explicitly mentioned that the process lacked transparency. This
can be explained by the fact that in an Advisory Committee the transparency for outsiders
is in principal low, simply because of its structure (Rowe & Frewer 2000). A long time
scale, non-public workshops, iterative communication between involved participants,
participation by invitation only, unspecific tasks and solutions are all features that could
potentially obstruct transparency. However, some reactions show a perceived lack of
transparency. Not by outsiders of the process, but by insiders. One interviewee mentions
the uncertainty about the follow up of decisions made in the workshop.
“The attitude of the water board is to be receptive to input. Sometimes it's the question
how they will use it. But they are open minded. If they don't use it, you often have to find
it out yourself. We encountered situations in which we arrived at the waterside to have an
angling match, and we were not able to take a seat because the entire bank was dug off.
In these cases you think: This is not the way it is supposed to work. It happens too.”

5.6 Resource Accessibility
“Public participants should have access to the appropriate resources to enable them to
successfully fulfil their brief.” (Rowe & Frewer 2000). Rowe and Frewer make a
distinction between four types of resources that could restrain the quality of participative
processes: information-, human-, material- and time resources. They will be dealt with
separately in the following section.

5.6.1 Information Resources
The water board delivered an introductory presentation in the first workshop to explain
the outcome of the General Investigation and to give a general overview of the WFD.
One agricultural representative told that this presentation was more informative than the
professional literature that had previously informed him about the WFD. This
introductory presentation might have contributed to a more equal level of knowledge
between the different participants. Besides that, different policy officers of the water
board attended the workshops as observers, and gave background information if
necessary.

Only three interviewees were not familiar with the WFD before the start of the process.
This group had a different reaction towards information resources: One mentioned the
necessity to put a lot of time and effort in studying background reports and websites in
order to catch up. The second still did not exactly know what the WFD was exactly
about, because of his perceived minor role in the process and his decision not to put time
and effort in filling this knowledge gap. A third participant was surprised that the water
board did not present more concrete information on which decisions could be based. He
related this to the different knowledge fields and levels of the different participants, and
to the resulting abstraction level in the workshops. In his own words:
“I think the organization went well. Decent questionnaires and very systematic. And that
those present were honestly participating. But that's all. Besides that, little depth,
because the participants represented very different disciplines. Expertise and figures,
statistics etcetera were missing. Hence, in fact you didn't know what you were talking
about.
...Coming up with sound measures was not a problem at all. The problem was where
those heavy metals were coming from. Or the phosphates. And that's when I asked for
figures. I asked: Where does this copper come from? And do you tell us that this is a
problem? And zinc. I would like to believe it is true, but where are those figures? I mean,
how severe is it?”

5.6.2 Human Resources
The above mentioned quote also represents an opinion on the human resources available
to the different participants. To this respondent, the different fields of expertise decreased
the quality of the process significantly. Although most interviewees mentioned the
differences in background knowledge between participants, it was usually not seen as a
threat but rather as a given fact or even an opportunity for learning. Only one other
respondent judged this criterion negatively too, criticizing the small amount of
participants who were able to work at the demanded level of abstraction:
“Well it is, especially this subject, very difficult to make things concrete. You see this
happening throughout the process. Everyone is looking for the tangible. … That does not
stimulate the interaction between the participants. In this case you need people who are
good at abstract thinking. I don't believe there are many out there.”

5.6.3 Material Resources
An introductory presentation of the participation process took place at the head office of
water board Rivierenland. The two workshops with the Advisory Committee took place
on ‘neutral’ and centrally located venues. One respondent recalled the meeting rooms as
having a “relaxed atmosphere” and “offering enough space”. The other interviewees did
not mention material resources.

5.6.4 Time Resources
Nine out of eleven interviewees mentioned this criterion; making it he most cited part of
the resource criterion. Especially by municipalities and nature organizations, time
resources were perceived as problematic. Especially small-sized municipalities did not
employ a specialized civil servant on water management, or this task was among others,
like sewerage and soil issues. According to two municipal officers, some of their
colleagues simply lacked time to attend the workshops.
This point of view was countered by a third municipal officer, who stressed the efficiency
of a workshop to get involved in an issue rapidly, compared to delivering written input on
draft documents. The latter was in his view placed a similar or even higher burden on
time resources. However, the municipalities with small time resources would not have
participated in written participation either. Out of ten invited municipalities, ten attended
the process, but only four were represented in both workshops. Out of these for, one
municipality was represented by two different people. Only three municipal officers
attended both workshops. Nine municipal officers attended the first workshop, compared
to four in the second workshop. A reaction on this relatively low attendance by one of the
municipal employees showed the attitude of many municipalities: Many seemed to
perceive the WFD more as another obligatory item on their desk than as an opportunity to
link it with their own policy:
“Well, at the moment in which the water board is doing most of the job by itself, my
attitude towards argumentation is: It's fine with me. While at the moment they start
asking a high input from municipalities in the implementation: Let them show us with
complete certainty that it is absolutely necessary. In that respect it is easier to accept the
way things worked out this time. No, I have spent too little time in the process to
investigate the argumentation, and for as far as I can remember, I thought it all had a
high level of assumption. At the moment that would have led to high municipal
investments, I probably would not have easily agreed on it.”
The same interviewee related this attitude to the vision his municipality has on water:
“If, as a municipality, you have more of a broader vision on water, it automatically starts
to live. In that case you will search for the options to aim for this vision. It could offer
you secondary financing. But water is in this municipality: It falls from the sky, waters
the fields, flows to the channel, and has to be drained. Period. … Water is not seen as a
chance. And I think that makes a big difference. At the moment you have this perception
you will automatically take a more active role. This role will in our case probably be
taken in the implementation phase when measures are becoming more specific.”
Two participants addressed that they were dissatisfied by the attitude of the
municipalities. One participant described the attitude of some civil servants as follows:
“It is not like the municipalities are putting their back into it. To make it more beautiful
or better. A kind of fatigue by the civil servant, who is obliged to participate in the next
project. There were enthusiastic people as well, who really wanted to talk about their
area.”

Secondly, nature organisations were also considered to have difficulties finding enough
time and manpower to attend the workshops. This view is both held by themselves as by
representatives of municipalities, as is shown in the following quote:
“Look, the problem with these organisations, and this is most severe for the GMF: How
many people do they employ? Around ten, maybe. And (the province of) Gelderland is
very large. It contains about a hundred municipalities. But it contains only one GMF with
only one expert, who is expected to attend all those area-based processes. It's not hard to
imagine this is simply impossible. And that they (GMF) do not possess nor receive the
resources, financially, to be able to bring forward two-three-four members. And even if
they would be able to, these new members will lack all local knowledge.”
Another municipality employee repeated the same argument and added another
explanation for the low attendance by environmental NGO's:
“Firstly, I think this is partially caused by capacity, because they are in fact voluntary
organisations. Secondly: The topic of priority nature areas has been brought forward by
the water board and the province. … Maybe the green organizations had the feeling that
the 'natural stake' had been sufficiently taken care of by the water board and the
province. That's what I think.”
This is quite different from the opinion of the GMF representative, who acknowledged
the capacity problem, but had a completely different view on the way the water board
dealt with the topic of nature areas (See the previous paragraph 5.5 on transparency).

5.7 Task definition
“The nature and scope of the participation task should be clearly defined.”
(Rowe & Frewer 2000)
This is a comprehensive criterion, since it basically evaluates what exact output should be
strived for, and how this output is produced. The first thing which needs to be mentioned
is that for the water board itself, the task definition was unclear in the first place. For
example about public participation methods, the choice was made for a familiar
procedure, and the guidance document on public participation produced by the EU was
not consulted. Uncertainty also existed on the expected output, which was expressed by
the project coordinator:
“A disadvantage is the bad guidance on the process in advance: What exactly do you
need to deliver? We have been more or less left to fend for ourselves by the Ministry of
Transport, Public Works and Water Management, and now we are forced to harmonize
afterwards. I think we could have discussed many things in advance to obtain a similar
approach to the issue. And I must say, they probably didn't know at the Ministry what the
WFD exactly was supposed to mean either. And what you have seen is that everyone went

his own way, and has to get in line again. … You can always start with creating formats
to show: This is what the WFD obliges concerning output, in these units and in this
terminology. Make sure you work towards this kind of output in your regional process, in
a way it leads to results.”
Among participants, two types of reactions could be distinguished. Firstly, a part of the
participants was satisfied with the task definition. The water board presented its plans, the
participants were able to give comments, and the water board tried to include these
comments in the draft version of the final report. Generally, this view was held by the
“old parties”: municipalities, agriculture and the water board. This view is shown in the
following quote:
“You shouldn't invite those people too often in your office I think. Of course, it is
important to inform them what you are planning to do, and that was the first workshop in
Rivierenland. And after that, to ask the people: Well, what do you think of it, and do you
have other ideas? And in the second workshop: Okay, this is what we made of your input.
What do you think of it? To me that seems to be a logical choice. The final result of
course still needs to be communicated, but by then there will be another trajectory on
which one can react.”
Secondly, a group of participants was of opinion that the process could have generated
more valuable output if, during the process, more attention had been given to conflicting
points of opinion or interest between the different participants, and solutions for these
points would have been sought. This idea was expressed by one of the participants in the
following way:
“Anyway, I would have provoked more reactions from stakeholder-organizations on
beforehand. At least, on a more individual basis. To outline the stakes more specifically.
Consequently I do believe a plenary meeting could be of importance, but with a focus on
conflicts. Because finally this report is subject to participation again, hence finally all the
details and less conflicting topics will surface anyway. And my opinion is primarily that
the most controversial topics should be discussed most elaborately. With the objective to
either reach a compromise or to come up with a creative solution. In that way, these
plenary meetings with different stakeholder-organizations can be used most efficiently in
these topics. You will focus more and I think this will generate more information than
putting forward the complete story. For this reason: More preparation. But still, I
definitely believe these workshops are useful, but more concentrated. Condensed. Do not
discuss the whole story with the whole group. That's how I would do it, I guess.”
These two visions can be related to the three main public participation tasks in the WFD:
Information, consultation and active involvement. While the first group of interviewees
has expectations towards a single round of consultation, the second group would like to
see more active involvement.

5.8 Structured Decision-making
The participation exercise should use/provide appropriate mechanisms for structuring
and displaying the decision-making process. (Rowe & Frewer 2000)
Rowe and Frewer present three ways in which these mechanism could increase the
quality of a participatory exercise. Firstly, it would offer participants and non-participants
the possibility to examine the underlying reasons behind a decision. Secondly, also the
extent to which a decision was supported could be shown. Thirdly, it would help to
organize the process. This could positively influence the transparency and efficiency of
the process. (Rowe & Frewer 2000)
Rowe and Frewer mention several decision aiding tools, in other words, procedures that
structure the decision-making process. Especially in group processes these tools would
seem effective, since these processes often function suboptimal or inefficiently due to
many different social dynamics, like for example dominant behaviour or the premature
closure of arguments. An example of these tools is the Delphi technique, in which
carefully selected participants individually express and motivate their opinion on a
chosen topic. The results are compiled and presented by an independent facilitator, after
which a new round starts. Gradually, the group moves towards a common answer in a
structured way. After a fixed amount of rounds, a joint vision is produced (Linstone &
Turoff 2002). The potential positive role of a facilitator or an external decision analyst in
proactive or reactive structuring of a process is also mentioned explicitly (Rowe &
Frewer 2000).
The first choice in structuring the decision-making process was the choice of the water
board Rivierenland to divide their administrative area into seven sub-areas in which
specific processes were started. The main argument was that the total area would be too
diverse to have a workable process. The seven sub-areas represent seven different watersystems. Several other water boards chose to invite public organizations on the basis of
their total administrative area. One of the interviewees attended several meetings of other
water boards, and gave the following remarks:
“And consequently, it (Rivierenland) still stands out positively compared to, at least for
me, the two or three other water boards in Gelderland. Because water board Rijn &
IJssel in the eastern district, dealt with their total administrative area at once, which is
enormous in size, and the process necessarily got stuck at a very high level of
abstraction. … There was no zooming in on the little stream behind your house, like:
How to deal with that stream?... The process was at such an abstract level that these
items were not discussable anymore. Except for a few people who are used to talk at this
level of abstraction. For that reason, they organized a second as well as a third
workshop. And still the result was unconvincing. A couple of die-hards continued to
participate on that level. But it never related to any specific area. It was never meant to
do so.”
Another interviewee attended the same process and explained:

“The typical thing with Rijn & IJssel, was that there was only one room where
presentations were given, on which we could react. For that reason it was not very
interactive. With a small group like in Rivierenland, we had much more interaction and
much more depth into the topic itself. It is a better way to express your stakes. I think the
bigger the group, the more difficult it gets to have an opportunity of speech, that they
want to cut it off. That was less satisfactory.”
However, as was shown in the previous paragraph, similar remarks about the high level
of abstraction and the low level of interaction were given about the process of
Rivierenland.
According to an implementation guideline published by the Ministry of Transport Public
Works and Water Management, titled Pragmatic Implementation, the focus in the
development of river basin management plans should be on measures (V&W 2004). The
water board of Rivierenland also committed itself to this approach, and developed a set of
potential measures during the General Investigation. In the first workshop the water
board put the initiative at the participant's side and asked for their opinion on the
feasibility of the different measures to improve the water quality in the area. The water
board coordinator described the result after this request as “an absolute silence”. The
respondents did not expect to be the first to deliver input, but expected the water board to
come up with a proposal on which could be commented. In the second workshop a
selection of measures was indeed brought forward by the water board. On the basis of
this set of measures, a discussion on the affordability of the different measures was held.
This shift in approach was also noticed by some of the participants:
“I think the water board is in a dilemma in building the structure. Because on the one
hand they are expected to present a proposal, but on the other hand, at the moment they
say: 'This is how we are planning to do it, what do you think of it?', they have crossed a
line as well. I believe they have dealt with this issue quite well. However, in the first
workshop they didn't have the proposal yet, and in the second workshop they presented it
pretty well in my view. In this way it appears less threatening. It is more like: Allright, we
know it's coming. Show us your vision, and we'll discuss about it. But if, during the first
workshop, we are asked to show OUR vision, and nothing is coming, this is a kind of
permit for the water board to develop a proposal and present their own ideas on paper.
And consult the others afterwards. Well, it doesn't make the first workshop very pleasant.
Because you go home with the feeling: What did I contribute here? But it is a very good
way to get the commitment of participants.”
The water board, in a joint effort with the Regional Administrative Meeting, indeed spent
a lot of effort in trying to find an approach which would find a right balance between
forced structure and free input. Originally, the plan was to organise three workshops, and
to have a more elaborate process, in which participants could discuss more freely about
specific water bodies. However, during the first of seven processes, two undesired effects
occurred which caused the water board to alter the structure of process. Firstly, the real
output of the process was too detailed compared to the desired output which could be
useful to the river basin management plan. Secondly, the different participants were not

capable of handling this level of detail for the total area, but were limited in their
knowledge about local situations. These effects were expressed by one of the
interviewees, who was involved in the process development phase:
“We had organized the pilot in a way which was so much into-depth that it surfaced
issues that were useless due to their high level of detail. You simply can't process them
into your listings. On the basis of this pilot has been decided: In the next process we can
already address certain issues. Because we already know the main lines. … And it just
appeared to work during the second process. People decreasingly lost themselves into
details. Because one of the difficult things is: The assumption was that everybody knows
the area very well, which is a false assumption. Many stakeholders only know their own
circle and are unable to participate on the entire sub-river basin area. Therefore, if you
would zoom in on this small circle, you simply generate too little useful output. And
afterwards it shows that this zooming is not necessary. You have to stay on a slightly
more abstract level, because the entire WFD remains on an abstract level. But you
should take the right measures; hence the real bottlenecks should be identified.”
During the first workshop in the Betuwe process, the water board used a list of water
quality improvement measures which was gone through with the participant measure by
measure. For each specific measure, participants could indicate whether they were of the
opinion that it would be suitable to increase water quality in the different water bodies.
Their opinion could be expressed by placing a coloured sticker on a poster. The colour of
the sticker showed the value given to the specific measure. Three interviewees mentioned
this approach specifically. There appears to be lack of clarity about the purpose of the
approach. Two interviewees, however, were satisfied with the outcome:
“At a certain moment stickers were pasted, and that did not always run very smoothly in
my view. Neither was it absolutely clear at all moments what exactly was its purpose.
Yes, I think finally it all went quite well. But in the interactive session some parts were
unclear. And only at a later stage during the process it actually became clear what its
real purpose was. “
“I remember a kind of sticker-activity. To see where of most the yellow and green stickers
were located. Well, at that moment I did not see the added value of this activity, because
the discussion at that moment had already moved to the point: Well, everything the water
board can carry out itself, please do so. And where you need more partners: These
remain difficult tasks. And we are not very enthusiastic in doing them. At that point I did
not have the impression they would listen very carefully. But they actually did in my
opinion. ...Yes, our input has been included, but at that very moment it was anything but a
consensus situation. At that moment I had the impression that: The water board decides,
after consulting the different parties. And still I really think it went this way. But the
consultation part, they have dealt with that very well in my opinion.”
One interviewee doubted about the usefulness of this approach because of its perceived
superficiality and the absence of argumentation for the choices made:

“Well, that was the beautiful detachment of it: As soon as you had filled in A B or C, or
had come forward to paste a red, green or yellow sticker, it was over with. 'I see a cloud
of stickers which are all pro's, and here I see a cloud of stickers which are all con's. Does
anyone have any remarks on it? Who wishes to express something about it?' And that was
all. It was just a broad assessment of opinions, and generally this didn't lead to any
extremities. Of course that is always the case when you have a normal distribution. In
that case most of the answers are in the middle, and you have a few extremes.”
During the second workshop, the water board presented a proposal on how to improve
the water quality in the area, which included the input of the first workshop. This
resembled a more realistic programme than the full set of measures which was presented
in the first workshop.
“At a certain moment there was one group existing only of municipal officers and one
group existing of agriculture, fisheries, and certain other parties. And that was quite
practical. Because you were discussing those topics that really mattered to you and the
other topics were to be discussed by the other table. I think they had made a good choice
by separating them. You could really use your time. Sometimes you attend these
workshops thinking: What am I doing here? That was not the case in this workshop.”
“The organisation was in my view quite good. As far as I can see there were two or three
employees of the water board to guide the workshop, with the help of other people from
the water board to deliver support on content. I think this guidance was working very
well. This means: A lot of space for comments and questions, a clearly built structure
and purpose. I believe the water board managed quite well.”
Only one interviewee was of another opinion about the group work, and criticises one of
the things Rowe and Frewer mention as well, the premature closure of arguments:
“The problem with these groups is: If you would like to identify positive and negative
viewpoints, in my view this will work optimally by looking through the eyes of different
stakeholders. And subsequently a trade-off should be made. If you already try to make
this trade-off in a mixed group, well, you will come up with some watered down result,
because in principal: This group with diverging stakes basically won't agree on several
things, because their stakes are simply too opposed. And if such a group has to come up
with a final conclusion, this conclusion will probably be a watered-down version of what
has been discussed in the group. Because in fact, there will only be little real agreement.
At least, I believe that is what happened in my group.
He adds:
…What I remember is: You have been put together with small group and you have to
discuss and present something with each other. This, strangely, always gives a certain
group feeling, like: We have to achieve something together in a minute. This group
feeling certainly makes you open-minded to the input of others. That was working all
right I think. At the same time, this group feeling caused you to avoid dealing with

contradictions. Because, you are member of the group and soon you will have to present
something together. The contradictions which may be present in a group are not
deliberated about, and this affects such a process negatively since your goal is to obtain
a clear picture of the different viewpoints. Concerning participants in the groups: Very
friendly. But maybe a bit too friendly towards each other. Yes, that is what happened in
my opinion.”
It appears that the decision-making during the workshops was definitely structured.
However, some participants are of the opinion that decisions were not sufficiently
deliberated about as a consequence of the chosen structure. Hence, for them, underlying
reasons and amount of support were not sufficiently made clear in the workshop. This
shows that well intended attempts to increase the clarity of decision-making, might
indeed decrease the quality of the decisions made. Interestingly, only a small part of the
participants mention this mechanism.

5.9 Cost-effectiveness
The procedure should in some sense be cost-effective. (Rowe en Frewer 2000)
Although this criterion is mostly of interest to the sponsor, and it is difficult to value
when the policy process is still running, some participant also made reflections on it. The
reactions given by participants will be dealt with in the next section, where more
attention is given to this aspect of public participation. A more reflective view on this
issue will be given in the discussion.

5.10 From Evaluation Criteria to Social Goals
What the previous paragraphs show is that differences exist between the criteria that are
brought up by participants. While the cost-effectiveness and independence are hardly
mentioned as important features to the participation process, structured decision making
and resource accessibility receive a lot of attention. Besides that, some criteria are scored
negative by some participants and positive by other. An example of this is
representativeness, about which some participants are very pleased while others are
disappointed. Moreover, some criteria are scored negatively, but with different
explanations. For example of this is resource accessibility. However, the answers do not
always provide information on why certain features of the process as threats or benefits of
the process. To obtain more clarity on this issue I also structured my interview results on
the basis of statements about the social goals of public participation. The result of this
analysis is presented in the second part of this chapter.

5.11 Informing and Educating the Public
As was shown in the “resources”-paragraph in the previous chapter, there was only one
interviewee who was of the opinion that he had too little knowledge to make informed
decisions. He did not attribute this to his own background knowledge, but to the lack of
figures presented by the water board. Besides, many other participants mentioned the
difficulty of different knowledge levels within the participating group. For instance the
project coordinator:
“We also did an evaluation of the first pilot to investigate whether the method we used
was effective. We sent out a couple of questions and processed them. And this evaluation
made us think, among other things, like: To mix al these different people: Ms X from the
stakeholder organization, with farmer Y, and add provincial civil servant Z, and you will
end up with a very diverse group with very diverse knowledge levels. When you tried to
discuss, this sometimes failed because a certain party was unable to go into the depth,
like for example a municipality does. And Ms X I just can't follow.”

5.12 Incorporating Public Values, Assumptions, and
Preferences into Decision-making
In general, the Netherlands have a long tradition of value- and stakeholder negotiations,
and the water board is seen as the major historical example in which a pragmatic
solution-oriented institution has evolved out of different parties' need to negotiate.
Notwithstanding historic experience with participation, the specialized water
management governments also bear the risk of establishing an expert bias, as is shown by
Enserink (2005, cited from Enserink 2007):
“...the water sector within the Netherlands is considered to be quite technocratic in
character and pragmatic in its public participation approach. There is an expert bias
within the water boards and especially within the Directorate-General for Public Works
and Water Management. Moreover, the official government policy for implementing the
EU WFD is pragmatic implementation, which, according to the Deputy Minister of
Transport, Public Works, and Water Management, means that very targeted meetings on
specific themes for the relevant organizations involved will be planned (Kamerstukken II
2003– 2004). In practice, this means that organized interest groups will be invited to
comment on the river basin management plans in their respective stages of preparation.”
Although there were some examples in the process where participants introduced new
information and wishes, these are not numerous. One of the most obvious examples was
the Federation of Anglers, who successfully requested fish migratory facilities and
regulated fisheries on the basis of catch quota. Besides that, the Federation asked for
specific fisheries policies on the water board level. The water board promised to realize
this as well in the near future.

What has been shown in the previous chapter is that judgement on this issue differs
between participants. Generally participants are satisfied, but due to the moderate
transparency, most of them are not really sure if their input will end up in final policy.
Besides that, because of the possibility of written participation on the draft version of the
report, participants feel confident in being able to influence the draft version if necessary.
Due to the chosen strategy of the water board, which was more consultative in nature
instead of establishing a plan by means of a joint process with participants, there was
little feedback by the water board on the input by participants. This becomes clear from
the reactions expressed by participants as well (see previous chapter, paragraph on
structured decision-making). The responsibility of checking whether input was included
in the draft version was for the participants themselves. At least one of them did:
“My opinion on the preliminary version of the final report was that it paid too little
attention to the tree cultivation sector. We also addressed this to the water board, that the
we represent an important economical and societal stake, since more than 700 people in
and around Opheusden are employed in the tree cultivation sector. ...we were set aside as
agriculture. There is no specific mentioning of tree cultivation. And when you take a look
at the magnitude we have. We are the largest tree cultivation centre in Europe. In my
opinion it was important that we would get more attention in the report. Also regarding
regulation.”
The purpose of the water board has been to only invite representatives of organizations to
the Area Based Advisory Committee from the start. Interested individuals were welcome,
but not actively invited. Finally, all participants of this process represented a certain
organization. It is not the intention of this report to investigate if parties have been
forgotten, but according to the invitation, this does not seem to be the case. However,
according to the actual attendance, it is clear that agriculture and municipalities have been
represented more broadly than for example environment, recreation and commerce.

5.13 Increasing the Substantive Quality of Decisions
The question in this case is: Are the participants of the opinion that their input was used
to increase the quality of decisions? It is hard to say if the final report would have been
very different from the current version without the participative process. Except for the
fishery policy, participants did not mention any alternative they have introduced. Neither
did they mention the identification of relevant factual information. Most of the input
came from reacting on information brought forward by the water board, and was based
on experience. Two stories were brought up several times by different interviewees. They
deal with the identification of mistakes in each other's assumptions. In one case, this
related to information provided by the water board about a certain farming practice,
which was regarded as an acute threat to the improvement of water quality. However, this
practice had already been banned from agricultural business by means of national
legislation. The other example was that a representative of an environmental organization
misinterpreted the name of a certain fertilizing device and believed its function was
opposite to its real function. Although these examples show mutual learning, they can

hardly be considered earth-shaking insights. Most of the participants were satisfied with
the final output because their efforts in the implementation process appeared to be
minimal or non-existent. Especially among some municipal representatives this was
clearly noticeable. For example by a municipal officer
“It was better than expected. I expected them to aim for a higher level. Hence, it was
better than I had supposed. Well, in the first workshops some issues came up which
would be our responsibility, like toxic-free weeding and a few other things. And at that
moment we have said about a lot of issues: We just don't feel like it. We support them, but
we refuse to commit ourselves to it. We would like to participate, but in our view the most
effective measures are those that the water board can do themselves. Nature friendly
channel banks, among others, usually score positively. And it was a pleasant surprise
that they actually included this in their proposal.”

5.14 Fostering Trust in Institutions
As was mentioned in chapter three, Beierle (1998) makes a distinction between
competence and fiduciary duty. This distinction is made here as well. There are quite a
few remarks by interviewees that mention trust. They focus especially on fiduciary duty.
No remarks were made about the perceived competence of the water board to technically
implement the chosen measures. However, two participants questioned the competence of
the water board in facilitating a successful public participation process:
“I honestly think you should not ask water board employees to manage it, but someone
who knows how to deal with these processes. I don't know how these people are called,
but they just have specific qualities. And you should not instinctively expect that the
water board employees are fully qualified to manage such a process. I would say: If you
really would like to deal with this professionally, you should hire people that are trained
to do this. And I don't think this happened. At least I don't remember anyone present to
specifically manage the process.”
On the fuzzy border between competence and fiduciary duty, one of the participants
remarked the continuous attention which was needed to check whether the water board
was really incorporating the output of the process in the implementation.
“I definitely hope our input will be used. We are still cooperating with a few civil
servants, to support the implementation in a decent way. But it is not an easy task. You
need to call for action non-stop. It's not like things work out fine by themselves. You are
also often behind in time. It is a continuous effort to steer, to constantly show: People,
this is our stake, please watch it.”
Secondly, nature representatives expressed doubts about the intention of the water board
to restore degraded natural areas, since this was not discussed in the process.
Thirdly, several remarks were made between municipal and agricultural representatives
about who should put most effort into the improvement of water quality. While farmers
predominantly mentioned the cleaning up of old sewer overflows and the uncoupling of

rain water from the sewage system as most important measures, municipalities mentioned
the imbalance between their efforts and those of the agricultural sector. The
municipalities based their judgement on figures presented by the water board as a result
of the General Investigation, which showed that agricultural run-off and polluted water
from outside the sub-river-basin were the main barrier for significant improvement of
water quality in the area.
However, confronted with this information, agricultural interviewees replied that national
regulation was already in place, and that this regulation placed a heavy burden on the
management of its business. Apparently, little confidence exists between the two parties
on each other's efforts.
Reactions towards the water board by farmers and the municipalities were more positive.
Especially the multi-stakeholder approach was judged positively. This can be illustrated
by the two reactions below:
“Actually, the procedure has operated bottom-up. Indeed, you start at the stakeholders or
interested parties, and work towards a decision-making institution. And in the past it was
like: ‘The institution decided, these are the measures, they will be implemented in this
way by the water board, and this is the way in which it will involve your company.’ Or
society at large in this case. But now it has been bottom-up. In principal, this should be
supported better. You approve of such a decision more easily than if it would have been
imposed on you“
“The other way around as well. I mean: As farmers, we have pursued the redevelopment
of the sewer overflow fanatically for a long time. I mean, high water quality it is our
stake as well. ... But well, from the other side you notice how many costs are involved
with this, and you gain understanding in their situation too. Because they admire the
same thing, but is should remain affordable. And that's a fact as well. And of course an
extensive period of time is taken. To realise certain things there is no need to finish it
today or tomorrow.“
One of the municipal interviewees was enthusiastic about the communicative spin-off:
“In my view it is absolutely the main advantage of the whole process: The entire new
relationship that has developed between municipalities and the water board and between
municipalities and agriculture organizations. Besides that, the open planning process
that has emerged here: No non-constructive defensiveness. Instead, an open-minded
conversation. That is a benefit beyond words in my opinion. Without, you wouldn't have a
set of measures to start with. You never encounter this advantage in the story-lines. Not
in the river basin management plan, not in the national setting. Since everybody is
watching measures and costs. But the process has been the major benefit. People will
communicate differently from now on.”
An interesting criterion Beierle brings forward to measure trust is the willingness of the
inviting agency to turn over decision-making authority. Since a lot of doubt among
participants was caused by uncertainty on political support by the water board, this is a

relevant question. The credibility of a participative process could be threatened if the
political directorate of the water board discards the outcome of the process, especially
when this decline is not well motivated. However, although several participants
mentioned the uncertainty this brought about, none of them expressed that this would
happen in practice.

5.15 Reducing Conflict among Stakeholders
Before the start of the process, no major conflicts existed between the water board and
participants. Between some participants tensions existed, mainly between agriculture and
municipalities because of the emergency discharge of sewage water into surface water
during periods of high rainfall. Besides, a traditional tension existed between agriculture
and nature organizations because of nature conservation conflicting with intensive ways
of farming.
In the previous paragraph it was mentioned that most interviewees experienced that some
mutual understanding had been created which made people more satisfied with the
current situation. The main explanation for this was that the process provided information
about the problems others face when improving water quality. On the other hand,
interviewees mentioned that they are still not satisfied with the current situation. The
process clearly did not resolve all tensions. And it clearly did not focus on dealing with
existing conflicts either. In that respect, the comment of two of the participants about the
superficiality and avoidance of conflicts seems relevant (see: paragraph on task
definition)
Beierle (1998) mentions several ways to investigate conflict resolution, like mapping the
reduction of political or public oppression, the reduction in litigation and the stability of
the agreements made. These things are difficult judge at this moment of time. However,
one of the statements made by the GMF might be illustrative for the fact that, for nature
organizations, the process of delivering input had not been finished after the participation
process:
“And now everything still has a draft-status, on which soon comments can be given by the
public, and we will certainly give comments on it. For example the Natura2000 areas, in
our viewpoint, and we had this reaffirmed by a legal company, should be restored
hydrologically by 2015. And at this moment, in the draft plans, this is not even close to
being proposed. … There is some discussion within our organization. Some say: There is
no use in taking legal steps again, you should try to participate in the implementation
phase. Well, that is more or less the consequence of our inability to join the participation
process. Resulting in the traditional way of delivering our input afterwards. We have not
been made co-responsible for the River Basin Management Plan.”
Another sign of this dissatisfaction might be the results of the Dutch water board
elections in November 2008, in which a new established party called “Water Natuurlijk”
(Dutch for: Water Naturally) turned out to be the big winner. This was remarkable when
considering that the attendance rate for these elections was only 24% and that

traditionally the majority of the voters comes from the countryside.. The rrepresentative
of the GMF also mentioned that the GMF would put a lot of energy in addressing the
elections among their supporters in order to change the political balance at the water
boards. It seems that the attitude of participants about the relationship and
communication with other stakeholders was predominantly positive. Only one participant
indicated that he would not participate a next time: He was more interested in local
affairs which had a more concrete implementation and which would take less time to
prepare. The other interviewees perceived an added value and were interested in future
follow-up. The project coordinator of the water board had the feeling that the relationship
between participating municipalities and the water board improved because of the
participation process:
“What has been judged positively is that the water board won't tell everyone what to do
now the plan has been finished, since we were already able to talk freely about measures
before. And that everyone was listening, that is judged very positively. I wouldn't say this
has created a rock-solid basis, at least not between us and the municipalities, I mean the
contact never got beyond the workshops and, and some e-mail contact once in a while.
But I think in the attitude of municipalities and civil servants something arose like: All
right, the water board is not an institution that always acts annoyingly, because that is
how we are usually judged. Is has been an interactive process in which we have jointly
searched for the optimal set of measures.”

5.16 Achieving Cost-effectiveness
The main question is whether the chosen public participation method, giving the
achievement of the goals mentioned above, is the most cost-efficient way to reach these
goals, relative to more efficient methods which might have generated the same results
(Beierle 1998). It is difficult oversee the full effect of the method chosen, since the draft
version is subject to written participation at this moment, and the implementation phase
consequently has not even started. However, some issues are interesting to mention here:
Firstly, what is clear is that the dissatisfaction of the nature organizations will lead to
more input at a later stage, which needs to be processed and commented on again.
Secondly, the fact that there was still dissatisfaction between municipalities and
agriculture about who has to take more action after the process is also a sign that the
process could have been more efficient in dealing with this dissatisfaction. However,
none of the interviewees specifically described the process as being cost-inefficient. One
of them reflected on the question whether he would have preferred to have given written
input:
“Well I don't know. You immediately get involved. Reading a report without any
background information. Once you have a clear image of it, before it starts to live, it will
take your more time than having an informative conversation. Besides that, it is quite
constructive for your network. Yes, to simply see some people once in a while, meet
colleagues, etc. Hence, the time-aspect has not been an important issue to me.”

Another interviewee was of the opinion that although a lot of resources were spent, the
new approach had been good investment, mainly because of the communicative spin-off:
“I think we were able to bring the WFD down from a nightmare where some people were
talking about, a ghost, big fears that it brought about, to what it in reality was, and what
is was meant for: Simply to collectively work on the improvement of water quality. It will
simply benefit everyone. And that it now receives public and political support. And that it
enables in that way to continue our work towards a cleaner and more natural
Netherlands. And in that respect this process showed, because it has cost a lot of time,
and a lot of money, that it was worth it after all. Especially because of the communicative
spin-off for the different organizations. Everybody knows each other, everybody knows
what we are doing and wants to cooperate in it.”

6

From story lines to discourses

Words differently arranged have a different meaning, and meanings differently arranged
have a different effect.
- Blaise Pascal In the previous chapter, many different strengths and weaknesses of the public
participation process were presented. Different story lines were used by interviewees to
explain for their given answers. In this chapter, I show if and how these story lines are
coherent, and will use this information to identify three different discourses among
participants. Hajer defines a discourse as: “....an ensemble of ideas, concepts and
categories through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which
is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices.” (Hajer 2005). The
identified story lines provided a way to show how different meanings were given to the
same phenomena. Before I present more detailed information on the analysis, I first
outline the three discourses I found.

6.1 Three Discourses on Public Participation
In the first analysis I presented story-lines, their relations and similar patterns in the
interviewee's answers. In this part of the analysis I identify coherent discourses by
turning this process around: Looking for differences instead of similarities. By
differences I mean conflicting story lines: Conflicts show where differences exist in
participants meaning given to the same process. The different explanations could
demarcate different discourses. Firstly, the three discourses I identified are presented.
Secondly some examples of conflicting story-lines are described. The order of presenting
discourses before the identification of conflicting story lines is chosen to increase
readability, and is opposite to the order I used in my actual analysis.

6.1.1 The proposing pragmatist discourse
This discourse-coalition existed between the organizers of the participation process. This
discourse was used by three of the thirteen interviewees. These three participants were
responsible for the delivery of a realistic final-product, and the terms “feasible and
affordable” were often used to describe their point of departure. This group pursued a
multitude of participation goals, but in the interviews an emphasis was put on informing
and educating the public and on increasing trust in institutions. Their perception of public
participation was relatively broad: Informing, consulting as well as active involvement
were mentioned. However, during the process, several obstacles were encountered that
moved participatory practice more towards informing and consulting, and more away
from active involvement. Of the social goals by Beierle, 'educating and informing the
public', the participants in this case, and 'increasing trust' in the water board were the
most important in this discourse.

On the other hand, 'improving the quality of decisions' and 'reducing conflict' played only
a very minor role. Incorporation of values was mentioned, but this played a less important
role.
Threats were mainly centred on two story lines: A lack in influence outside of the water
board's reach, and resource accessibility of nature organisations and small municipalities.
The lack of influence story line was mainly on the lack of cooperation at the national
level. The dominating example was the incompatibility of the Dutch nitrates directive
with the expectations of the WFD. The lower objectives of the nitrates directive were
seen as a major obstacle to the process, since agricultural representatives referred to these
objectives to show that they already complied with national legislation. Similar remarks
were made about the use of chemicals for private use within municipalities. Without
improved national legislation, dealing with nitrates and chemicals in a public
participation process would make little sense. Lastly, criticism on the lack of influence on
national level was related to the low steering by V&W on how to harmonise different
sub-RBMP's. V&W provided this steering only after Water Board Rivierenland had
already started its process, which made harmonisation afterwards more difficult.
A second threat was seen in the absence of small municipalities and nature organizations.
Resource accessibility (time/manpower) was used as the explanation for this absence.
However, the absence of municipalities was seen as a far greater threat than the absence
of nature organizations. This had mainly to do with the implementation phase, in which
all municipalities were expected to participate. This discourse feared that not all
municipalities were committed to this goal.

6.1.2 The reactive conservative discourse
This discourse was employed by the group of participants that had a longer tradition of
cooperation with the water board and consisted of four agricultural representatives, one
municipal representative, and one regional representative of Rijkswaterstaat.
Social goals of public participation were mainly perceived as: “informing and educating”
and “incorporating public values”. The perception of public participation in this discourse
was rather narrow, and was mainly focussed on informing and consulting, and hardly on
active involvement. Only one of the six participants that employed this discourse
perceived the assembly of different stakeholders as an opportunity for conflict resolution
or for creative solution building. The role of the water board was seen by this group as:
To take its stake into account and balance it with the stakes of others. The workshops
were mainly considered to be an interesting way to obtain information and to meet
colleagues. Satisfaction of the process was mostly explained as a low level of requested
implementation input to reach WFD goals in the area.
As major threats to the process, “representativeness” and “resource accessibility” were
mentioned most often. Representativeness was seen as a threat because of the high
number of non-agricultural participants. Especially the presence of nature organisations,
which were in fact relatively poorly represented compared to agriculture, was seen as a

threat. All agricultural participants mention the large amount of time it takes to get
informed, and that no funding is available to do this next to running their business.
Overall, this group is satisfied with the way the water board organized the process and
about the provisional outcomes.

6.1.3 The demanding idealist discourse
This discourse was found among the participants of environmental NGO's. Three out of
thirteen interviewees joined this discourse: The two representatives of the Gelderse
Milieufederatie (of which only one actually participated) and the representative of the
agricultural nature organization. They were neither officially responsible for water
quality, nor were they responsible for WFD policy implementation measures such as the
creation of ecological-friendly river banks. This gave them a special position in the
workshops which were predominantly attended by agricultural and municipal
representatives, who were expected to change their course of action to meet WFD goals.
Similar to the proposing pragmatics, this group had a broad view on participation, and all
six social goals of public participation were mentioned. However, a clear preference was
expressed for the goals of ‘conflict resolution’ and ‘improving of the quality of
decisions’. All three participants were of the opinion that these goals had not or had only
marginally been fulfilled. As major threats, the acceptance criterion of
‘representativeness’, and the process criterion of ‘task definition’, ‘structured decisionmaking’ and ‘resource accessibility’ were brought forward. The story line on ‘task
definition’ was constructed as follows: Although the restoration of wetlands officially has
a very high priority in the European WFD-process, and the environmental organizations
tried to anchor this on lower administrative levels, in the regional processes it was a nonissue. This created large discontent among environmental organizations, which were in
turn not very motivated to join any regional participation process anymore. On
‘structured decision-making’, the main story line was based on the absence of discussion
and explanation: In the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse, the water board merely consulted
on general statements and avoided to go into conflicts and details. This left many
possibilities for mutual learning, creative solutions and trust building unexploited.
Besides that, another prevailing ‘demanding idealist’ story-line on structured decision
making was the way in which the process was set up: Group work with other
stakeholders stimulated the premature closing of arguments. This in turn led to a watereddown advice by these groups towards the water board. On ‘resource accessibility’, the
‘demanding idealist’ storyline was similar to that of the proposing pragmatists: Too little
available human resources and too many processes to attend. However, to the contrary of
the proposing pragmatists, the ‘demanding idealists’ discourse perceived this lack of
resources to have influenced the outcome of the draft report considerably in a negative
way. Overall, participants in this discourse perceived the process as a missed-chance, as
well as on process as on outcomes.

6.2 Discourses in conflict
To provide a richer example of how the story lines are used within the three identified
discourses, this chapter will deal with three examples where different story lines are used
to explain the same phenomena. By focussing on conflicts, the differences in
interpretation and how they are played out become more tangible. Some conflicts were
not identified in practice but only by means of the different answers, other conflicts were
more overt. The examples show how different meanings exists, but also how these
meanings are transformed into discourses and how these discourses shape reality.

6.2.1 Storylines on the absence of environmental NGO’s
The first example concerns the relationship between task definition and resource
accessibility. During the two workshops the demanding idealists discourse was poorly
represented compared to the other two discourses. This was not the case in the invitation,
where numbers were roughly equal. In the first workshop, five out of seven invited
environmental NGO's were present, of which in the second workshop only one was left.
This is a different picture compared to municipalities (9 to 5) and agriculture (6 to 7). All
three discourses give different explanations.
The ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse mentions resource accessibility problems among
environmental NGO's, but is of the opinion that these organizations were better
represented than expected, and were at least represented sufficiently. The ‘reactive
conservative’ discourse did not mention the absence of environmental by itself. One
‘reactive conservative’ even expressed that many nature organizations were present
compared to agricultural organizations: These agricultural organizations should comprise
a larger share of the representation. When asked about the low attendance compared to
the invitation, the same interviewee guessed that nature organizations probably did not
have anything to say on the issue.
Only one of the reacting conservatives mentioned the absence of nature organizations,
and made the following remark about it: “Well, you can of course not oblige these people
to show up. The only thing you can do is shortly point out the importance. But if they
don't show up, it stops.”
The explanation in the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse was different: Members confirmed
the resource accessibility problems they faced, but had two additional explanations for
the absence of nature organizations: Before the participation process started, the GMF
was very enthusiastic about the WFD's focus on public participation in water
management and had high expectations about its positive outcomes. For this reason, the
organization put a lot of effort in preparing its local member organizations for
participation in the area-based processes. However, during the General Investigation, it
turned out that the GMF had operated too pro-actively:
“We started with optimistically and ambitiously interpreting public participation, like: We
should incorporate the citizen in water management, because it will increase support for
measures, and it might bring up totally new and unexpected ideas how to solve certain
problems, which would not seem likely to come up in the standard trajectory of
consultancy agencies. Hence, we have explicitly put effort in making this possible. We
had also formulated projects to realise it, received subsidy to realise meetings with our

supporters and other sectors in a bottom-up approach to identify problems, and to
investigate which measures would be smart for all involved parties. Well, with that idea
we have tried to find support within the Water Boards. But that was so unlike business-asusual, that we didn't succeed. And at a certain moment we gave up trying because of the
tight time planning involved with the WFD-process. At a certain moment, around last
year, it was useless to keep on pushing this idea any longer. And that is when we -at least
in Gelderland- lost our hope.”
The water board of Rivierenland was a positive exception according to the GMF, since it
was the only water board in the province of Gelderland that organized seven local
meetings in its participation process. Four of the local GMF supporters participated in the
first workshop. However, another problem concerning the task definition surfaced: The
decision of the water board not to discuss Natura2000 and priority nature areas.
The reaction to this disappointment is expressed by one of the other idealists:
“I think it should be organized along different lines. I liked the structure with pasting
stickers, the atmosphere very open and peaceful, absolutely no pitting of people against
each other or the like. Bringing different people together can't be wrong either. But if you
take a really good look at what it was about... It was about the major waterways. You
should invite those people living next to the major waterways and those having their
parcels along these waterways. The water board has all the information it needs! It
would have generated more local commitment and knowledge. Because, looking back,
there was absolutely no need for me to be there.”
The original idea of the proposing pragmatists was indeed to use the workshops for
discussing specific waterways in small groups with different stakeholders. This was also
done in the pilot workshops. However, after evaluation of the pilot it showed that the
difference in knowledge levels and fields between participants was problematic. Although
this would have been an opportunity for learning in the idealists discourse, according to
the proposing pragmatists, this method would take too much time and would generate
more knowledge than necessary. Consequently, they changed the method to a more
abstract and general one.

6.2.2 Storylines on the use of group work
One of the most striking examples that show different explanations of the same process
was the use of group work during the workshops16. The reason for the water board to
separate the total group of participants in smaller background-related groups was because
of the different knowledge levels that appeared in the pilot mentioned above. Another
reason is given by a proposing pragmatist:
“The municipalities are the ones that have a stake and have to deliver. And the other
parties are mostly the demanding organizations. If you put them together, the
municipality has to be constantly cautious about: Am I not promising too much? And the
stakeholder groups keep on asking. Consequently you have a conflict between a
government agency which is politically and financially bounded in a way, and farmers
and environmental groups that keep on asking. Their idea is: Why is the municipality not
working on these wastewater overflows? And the municipality has to keep on defending
itself.”
The division in groups was welcomed by the reactive conservatives: Topics could be
discussed significantly faster now that group members understood each other directly.
Besides that, some of them mentioned that the group work provided more opportunity to
go “into depth”. However, the demanding idealist discourse perceived this approach as a
major disappointment. Its criticism focused mainly on the criterion of structured decisionmaking: Firstly, the demanding idealists believed that the highest potential benefit of the
process could be achieved by resolving conflicts between different stakeholders.
However these conflicts were deliberately avoided by separating the farmers and
municipalities. Secondly, demanding idealists were of the opinion that deliberation about
different viewpoints on measures contained the most valuable information to decision
makers. However, this information was hardly recorded by the water board: One of the
group members presented a short summary to the group afterwards. This method was
problematic for the demanding idealists, since the group work took place under time
pressure. The demand for a joint result led to a premature and poorly substantiated
consensus-situation. Thirdly, one demanding idealist questioned the competences of the
water board facilitators to manage the workshops, and would have preferred an external
facilitator with the water board as a participant.

16

The separate reactions are already described quite elaborately in paragraph 5.8

6.2.3 Story-lines on the low level of ambition of agricultural
representatives
During the interviews, all three proposing pragmatics addressed their dissatisfaction with
the low ambition level of the reactive conservatives. In light of the outcomes of the
“General Investigation”, which clearly showed that agricultural run-off of mainly
phosphates but also copper and zinc were the major obstacles for improving water
quality, they had expected the agricultural sector to take more responsibility to combat
these obstacles, since these figures clearly showed where problems occurred. However,
the reactive conservatives were unwilling to the take responsibility. The ‘proposing
pragmatic’ discourse expressed serious doubt about reaching WFD goals without a
willingness of the agricultural sector to take more initiative.
The reactive conservatives, however, were optimistic about the improvements in water
quality, at least on chemical water quality. They argued that national regulation had
already minimized mineral and chemical run-off on their land and that water quality had
already improved considerably because of this regulation. They expressed that more
measures would constrain their businesses unequally heavily, and that the results would
only be minimal. The ecological improvement of water quality was expected by the
‘proposing pragmatists’ to improve after the realization of 168 kilometres of ecological
river banks, which would be combined with a widening of the waterways for water
storage purposes. This river bank plan was observed critically by the reacting
conservatives as well. Problems of long-term financing, doubts about the efficiency of the
measure, and bad experiences with insufficient management of these banks were brought
forward. A farmer told:
“People have become somewhat more conscious. I think the current generation has a
different view compared to the previous generation or two generations before. Hence, I
think that if you would have suggested them ecology-friendly banks, they would have
been outraged. And now they are part of reality. I would not want them on my own land,
because it will simply cost too much money, and I wonder to what extent it will contribute
to the improvement of water quality. But if the water board would like to create them on
municipal land, I would agree right away.”
The same interviewee expressed doubts about how ecological water quality would be
measured in practice. In his view, this would be impossible. None of the interviewed
reactive conservatives felt personally responsible for taking measures on their land. Some
explained that other farmers might do it, but most admitted that this did not seem very
realistic without solid long term funding and very clear agreements with the water board
on the management of these ecology-friendly banks.

6.3 How ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse hegemony altered the
process
Although participants were aware of the multi-faced causes of the threats they perceived
and the goals they wanted to achieve, they used the simplified explanation that was most
valuable to them. Story lines are often used to construct a slightly different reality that
might convince others to think and act more likewise. In some cases this is done
unconsciously, and the outcomes are not necessarily good or bad. In other cases, the
construction of story lines seems to be conscious strategic behaviour. What is of
importance is the notion that discourses can steer the focus of public participation in
different directions and that these discourses are in continuous struggle.
In this case, the dominant discourse was that of the ‘proposing pragmatists’. Their story
lines on the different aspects of public participation all bear an overarching value that the
process and outcomes should be ‘affordable and achievable’. The most important drivers
in this discourse were ‘influence’ and ‘task definition’: Since the outcomes had to fit into
national lists and formats and had to be delivered before a strict deadline, a lot of
decisions on the participation process were made on the basis of this argument. The water
board's task was to deliver a compatible input for the River Basin Management Plan in
time. In practice, this meant that the structure of the meetings was adapted to this goal:
The amount of meetings was reduced, the structure of the meeting was designed to
deliver outcomes that could easily be transferred into a national format, and the focus
during the meetings was on the identification of barriers for the execution of preestablished plans to improve water quality. Structured decision making’ was used as an
important story line: “In the structure of the pilot project, too detailed input came up and
people did not understand about each others' backyards. However, structured decisionmaking in this case was used in a more narrow way than Rowe and Frewer do. The
structure of decision making was defined by the water board on the basis of its own need
to comply with national frameworks. Rowe and Frewer use ‘structured decision making’
mainly as an important criterion to increase the transparency, reproducibility and
accountability for internal purposes to be able to avoid for example the effect of group
think or dominant individuals. Clearly, this is very much related to the criterion of
transparency: Most ‘demanding idealists’ had a different view of what public
participation in the WFD would entail. Although they were invited to express their
expectations on this issue, this view not taken up. Moreover, the ‘proposing pragmatists’
did not communicate why this view was not taken up, which in turn frustrated the
‘demanding idealists’.
The ‘demanding idealist’ discourse was thus already shown its place before the
participation process started. During the process, ‘demanding idealists’ encountered more
disappointments because not only the scope of the participation process was different
from what they would have preferred; the process was different from their ideals too. The
most important story line in this discourse also evolves around structured decision
making: Because of the consultative and exploring approach of the ‘proposing
pragmatists’, the ‘demanding idealists’ saw many missed opportunities. Their criticism
focussed on the lack of discussion, the lack of figures to base decision on, and the lack of

detailed accounts of all the points of interest raised by participants.
The reactive conservative discourse on public participation was finally more dominant
than expected, but not as a result of its own action. The way in which the ‘proposing
pragmatist’ discourse moved the participation process and its outcomes into a more
“achievable and affordable” direction, it became more in line with the reactive
conservative discourse: The potential influence of the environmental organisations
decreased significantly, and the process became less demanding in terms of resource
demands. The reactive conservatives were informed about the state of affairs by the water
board and were able to bring their stakes forward. Finally, the outcome of the process was
that the agricultural sector could maintain its business as usual.
In conclusion, this chapter showed how the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse, although it
had a broad vision on effective participation and had ambitious plans, in practice did not
live up to this vision. Although it addressed the benefits of a more interactive approach to
public participation, it did not manage to achieve this in practice. By setting an agenda
and introducing a process structure that were mainly designed to check for conflicting
stakes to the implementation of water board plans and measures, the process was reduced
to a consultation exercise with the final responsible drivers of water pollution:
Municipalities and agriculture. When agriculture did not take initiative, municipalities
were only partially represented, and represented municipalities were reticent to make
promises, only little space for progress remained. This does not to mean that the water
boards failed in their public participation effort: It obtained and delivered the information
it needed in time, and followed all the required procedures. Besides that, it brought
together the key players in the regional water management in a way that was never done
before. This definitely provides possibilities for the future. However, to obtain a more
effective use of public participation, it could be worth to explore the different discourses
on public participation more closely in advance. This could avoid disappointment during
the process and more credible result in light of commitments and a broader knowledge
base afterwards. This in turn increases the potential benefit of public participation to
which all participants can relate: cost-efficiency.

7. Discussion and conclusion
The previous two chapters showed how different discourses on public participation coexisted in the same participation process. Moreover, it showed how these discourses
could be shown by means of contradictory story lines that brought the underlying
perceptions on public participation into practice in different ways. The chapter also
showed how a hegemonic discourse designed and altered the process in such a way that it
decreased the space for another discourse to influence this process. This chapter tries to
give some reflections on the found results, and on the appropriateness of the chosen
methods to come to these results. Before ending with a final conclusion, I will present
some practical lessons that can be drawn from my outcomes. But first, I will reflect on
my scientific objective and research questions.

7.1 Returning to my scientific objective and research questions
The scientific objective of this research project was formulated as follows:
“To investigate which perceptions the different participants in a local participation
process have on public participation, how these perceptions relate to each other, and
how these perceptions and relations find their expression into practice.”
In order to reach this objective I formulated the following three research questions:
1. Which perceptions do the different participants in a local participation process
have op public participation?
2. How do these perceptions relate to each other?
3. How are these perceptions reflected in actual practice?
In the following section I will reflect on these research questions, and to what extent they
can be answered by the analysis presented in the previous chapters.
Which perceptions do the different participants in a local participation process have op
public participation? What becomes clear from the interviews is that all individuals
involved in this process have a slightly different perception on public participation. This
conclusion, however, would not do justice to common ground that exists among
participants. This research project shows that differences and similarities exist between
participant’s perceptions. While some of the participants are satisfied with a very basic
type of participation - for example to be informed on an individual basis about
governmental plans, others perceive participation as a joint and iterative search for
knowledge and common values and as a means to conflict resolution. Overall, the group
of interviewees mainly perceived participation as a way to get informed and a possibility
to bring forward stakes and values. However, some participants expected more from
public participation and perceived public participation as a possibility to bring forward
specific knowledge and creative ideas, and as a way to disclose and manage conflicts.

This perception was mainly held among those responsible for the organization of the
participation process, and among representatives of environmental NGO’s. The highest
level of public participation, joint decision-making was not mentioned by any of the
interviewees. A logical explanation seems to be the task definition of the workshops,
which were meant to inform the municipal, provincial and water board politicians. These
people were the ones to finally decide on the final input for the draft RBMP’s, and this
was made clear from the outset. The difference between the perceived possibilities of
public participation between agricultural and uninvolved municipal representatives on the
one hand and involved municipalities and environmental representatives on the other
hand might be explained by experience. One of the municipal representatives showing a
broad perception of public participation had experienced many positive public
participation experiences within his municipality. Besides that, he had a background in
water management and ecology, and had studied didactics for several years. One of the
environmental NGO representatives had been a university researcher and teacher with
many years of experience in interdisciplinary and participatory processes. Experience
might make people more aware of the sense and nonsense of public participation. For
many interviewees this public participation processes was the first they participated in.
Some were surprised or even shocked about the multitude of and the differences between
participants.
A second explanation for the difference in perception seems to be the traditional role
played by the water board. In this role the water board would mainly rely on its internal
knowledge and decision makers. External parties would mostly be consulted on an
individual basis. Those parties were most often agricultural organisations that had a long
and solid history of cooperation with the water board. A joint approach with participants
representing multiple stakes and backgrounds of knowledge was a break with tradition in
the case of the water board. For the agricultural representatives this might have interfered
with their established expectations: Instead of just presenting their viewpoints directly to
the water board, their viewpoints had to be legitimized to participants with other
viewpoints first.
The traditional division of roles relates to the third and strongest explanation of the
differences in perception of participants: The issues at stake. In the presented case, a
demanding side and a (potential) delivering side existed. The demanding side was the
environmental NGO representation that considered the participation process to be an
ideal opportunity to raise the ambition of regional water quality policy with the ultimate
goal to increase environmental conditions in the area. The delivering side was the
agricultural representation that represented the major source of pollution and the primary
obstacle to meet WFD goals. However, because of previous efforts made to decrease its
pollution to comply with the nitrates directive, the agricultural representation did not
make any concessions. Consequently, the demanding side was disappointed with the final
result, which was anything but innovative. When the demands on content are higher, one
might assume that the demands on public participation are also higher, to increase the
possibility to change business as usual. Drawing a border between elaborate participation
perceptions caused by concern for the quality of the process compared to those caused by
strategic self-interest is difficult. However, this should be taken into account.

How do these perceptions relate to each other?
Since the concept of perception is very broad and subject to change over time and in
different contexts, it is very difficult to explain for relations. The only way these
perceptions relate to each other is when they are transformed into practice, for example in
story lines or in decisions made that alter the participation process. Since the only
practice observed in this research project is this case study, the only question that can be
answered is: How do perceptions relate to each other in this case? The previous chapter
showed that the broad public participation perceptions in the ‘proposing pragmatist’ and
the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse were highly related, and that the ‘reacting
conservative’ discourse had a narrower perception on public participation. However, in
practice the relations turned out differently, as the actual participation process more
resembled the expectations of the ‘reacting conservative’ discourse. As was shown in the
previous chapter, the story-line of establishing a pragmatic process that would lead to
‘achievable and affordable’ outcomes which could easily be adopted into River Basin
Plans, dominated over other story lines in the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse, for
example on increasing trust in institutions and coalition building. Since the goal or
method of the process were not negotiated before or during the process, perceptions
predominantly met in practice. Since the whole process was developed by the ‘proposing
pragmatist’ discourse, many aspects of the process were in line with their objectives. That
this discourse was quite strong was shown by the ‘proposing pragmatist’ neglect of the
participation effort of the Geldersche Milieufederatie to motivate its supporters for
wetland restoration. That the choices of the ‘proposing pragmatist’ turned into a
participation process which was by other discourses perceived as highly unsuitable for its
task, surfaced during the process. Many ‘demanding idealists’ did not attend, felt like
they were wasting time, and generally judged the process as a missed opportunity.

How are these perceptions reflected in actual practice?
This question has partially been answered in the previous section: Perceptions are
reflected in any kind of practice. As was shown, in this case most participation
perceptions became practice in the way the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse set up,
conducted and altered this public participation process. The ‘proposing pragmatist’
discourse was responsible for the invitation lists, for the amount of meetings, for the
design of the meetings, for the production and the presentation of the most important
figures, for the facilitation of the meetings, and for transferring the process outcomes into
a report. Everything, except for a set of measures, had been decided upon. Although the
‘demanding idealists’ ask for more information to base decisions in, and to make more
detailed plans adapted to local situations, this was just not in line with the aim of the
‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse. Consequently, the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse did
not provide space for the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse to increase its influence. In
actual practice this was for example visible in the low attendance of the environmental
representatives, especially in the second workshop. For the ‘reactive conservatives’ the
process resembled their perception of an ideal participation process: They were informed,
successfully brought their stake forward and finally did not have to change their business
as usual. In practice this was shown in a high attendance and positive valuation of the
process.

7.2 Discussion
7.2.1 Discussion on main outcomes
A returning item throughout the storylines in all three discourses remained structured
decision-making. This is mainly caused by the way in which the water board decided on
many issues concerning task definition and decision-making structure by itself, without
the involvement of participants. An example of this is the choice of the water board to
alter the task definition and the structured decision-making of the workshops on two
points after undesired experiences during the pilot. Firstly, instead of discussing the
future of specific waterways, the choice was made to discuss more neutral and abstract
measures. Secondly, related to the previous point, the measures were discussed in two
large homogeneous groups, instead of small groups consisting of different stakeholders.
The main explanation by the water board for this choice was the existence of knowledge
gaps between the different stakeholders. These knowledge gaps existed on different
issues. To mention just a few: Firstly, there was little knowledge among farmers about the
responsibilities of municipalities. Secondly, little knowledge was present about rural
waterways among municipalities. Thirdly, little knowledge on ecology was present
among most participants. And fourthly, most participants were not aware of the
conditions of all waterways in the area. Although the water board delivered information
about the waterways, and many water board experts joined the meetings to provide
guidance, the participants were unable to come up with concrete plans for specific
waterways. In the explanation of the ‘proposing pragmatists’, participants were unable to
oversee the challenges in the entire Betuwe area, and only came up with very detailed
information about their own situation. This information was irrelevant as input for the
RBMP.
The question remains, supported from an informative and educative vision on
participation, if it would not have been more interesting to meet the challenge of filling
these knowledge gaps until all participants could agree on a way forward, instead of
changing the structure and separating differing stakeholders to avoid conflict and details.
A study on a similar project in France encountered the same problem, and the authors
suggest that “...a well-founded information and training campaign adapted to the
knowledge and beliefs of the targeted public, is needed before launching a debate on the
details of management to be implemented.” (Rinaudo & Garrin, 2005)
Another point of discussion concerns the task definition of the participation process,
which was already very detailed before the process had started. Since its focus was on
measures and most of the information which was needed to determine which measures
would be effective was already present, the largest part of the process output was already
known to the water board. This suggests that the process was more intended as a
consultation to investigate if the determined measures would cause major resistance in
implementation, than as an effort to develop active involvement of different stakeholders.
But was this process really necessary for consultation purposes? By means of its research
in light of the “Globale Verkenning” the water board was already aware of the two main

obstacles to reach WFD-targets on chemical water quality: Polluted upstream water, and
the run-off of agricultural phosphate and heavy metals. Cleaning upstream water was
beyond the water board's control. Run-off could be decreased by changing practices of
the agricultural sector, a sector which was broadly represented in the participation
process. However, these practices were already regulated by national policy that was
beyond the water board's control as well. Clearly, the two main obstacles to improve
chemical water quality were difficult to remove by a single water board. What remained
was ecological water quality. On this issue the environmental NGO’s could have
delivered valuable input. However, due to the choices made concerning the design of the
process, this group had already been disappointed to such an extent that their acceptance
of the process was already minimized.

7.2.2 Discussion about chosen methods
Studying a participatory process after it has taken place causes the major drawback of
limited information. At the moment the interviews were held, the workshops had taken
place more than a year ago. Although most participants remembered more than I had
expected, some also admitted they had forgotten details. Besides that, memories might
have been biased over time. In general, the given answers appear to be honest and
relatively neutral. This might have been the result of the interview questions, which
largely remained close to the actual workshop. However, a participation process might
ideally be studied in real life, to provide a more accurate account of what actually
happened during the meetings. In this case, the only reliable information on the
workshops was the interviewee’s answers and the minutes. The information provided by
these sources could become more valuable if for example the workshops could have been
attended or recorded by the researcher, in order to obtain a more accurate picture of how
discourses were played out in practice.
Secondly, studying a case with so many external relations makes it difficult to generalize
about for example the usefulness of the area-based advisory committee as a participatory
tool, or whether a pragmatic approach is a useful starting point for a public participation
process. By external relations I mean for example the many political levels deciding on
water policy or the high level of connectedness between water policy and other policy
fields. Some external effects influenced the process significantly. For example the
agricultural representation that was unwilling to take more responsibility in decreasing its
phosphate run-off. From an agricultural viewpoint, this measure was already
implemented according to the national nitrates directive. This use of legitimacy by means
of national policy caused a kind of deadlock between agriculture and the demanding
groups, and decreased the possibilities for negotiation and deliberation. This critique
could also be seen in a broader sense on public participation: Public participation is very
difficult in the Netherlands because of its highly politicized and regulated environment.
Each square centimetre is subject of several national, provincial, municipal, water board
or private regulations. This limits the scope of public participation to a large extent.

Thirdly, discourse as defined by Hajer (1995) is a very broad concept. ‘Ideas, concepts
and categorizations’ could mean any production of a human mind and ‘a particular set of
practices’ could mean anything from a wink to a full-scale war. On the one hand, this
makes discourse analysis a very useful tool when studying a case, because it provides a
wide angle to look at. On the other hand, it leaves a lot of space for interpretation by the
researcher. During this project, this space caused difficulties in the delineation of the
different discourses I found. Finally I chose to present the three different discourses in the
way presented above. Although I based this choice on fundamental differences I found
between story lines, there is a level of subjectivity in this choice. This subjectivity is for
example dependent on the features of this specific case, the way in which data have been
collected and analyzed and my personal taste. However, with the identification of
storylines about specific features of public participation by means of the acceptance and
process criteria and social goals, the focus has remained very much on public
participation. This offered the possibility to select and present the most valuable parts
from the large amount of interview data. This increased the replicability and verifiability
of his research project.
What needs to be taken into account is that the set of discourses identified in this report
are in no way exhaustive in a broader sense. Nor are they steady over a longer period of
time. Most participants will keep on evaluating, contesting and changing their own public
participation discourses and that of others over time. In this way new discourses might
appear, existing discourses might disappear, or existing discourses might merge. If for
example a broad notion of public participation will become more institutionalized in the
Dutch water management administration, the ‘proposing pragmatists’ might see more
possibilities to increase the scope of public participation and might move more towards
the ‘demanding idealists’ discourse. Another possibility is that when participants in the
‘reactive conservative’ discourse become more experienced, they might see more
possibilities how public participation could be useful.
Another similar point of attention is that the interviewed public participants are not black
or white in having a specific discourse. Some of them fully relate to the description I
have given them, and some are on the borders of two different discourses. An example of
this is one agricultural representative who joined a public participation process for the
first time in his life. Although he did not made a single statement about what public
participation should comprise, had no previous experience and was very satisfied with a
narrow public participation process, he was the only interviewee that mentioned all the
six social goals of public participation. Since he was still quite uncertain about these
ideas and did not pursue nor practice them during the process his discourse still matched
most with the ‘reactive conservative’ one. However, in the future this might to change
with more experience.

A fourth point of discussion is the way in which the interview structure and performance
might have influenced the outcome of the interview results, and hence the analysis and
conclusions. The informal atmosphere and semi-structured interviewing might have not
stimulated the interviewees to concentrate on their answers, and might not have given
them enough focus in their answers. Besides that, the fact that interviews were recorded
might have made interviewees more reserved in their answers. Thirdly, if topics did not
come up in the stories themselves they were specifically asked for. This might have
biased the answers of the interviewees more towards what the interviewer wanted to hear:
Topics which were not thought of by the interviewee are likely to receive a socially
acceptable answer. However, most of these threats were prevented by active
interviewing. The few questions during the interview were very mostly focussed on the
workshops themselves to make comparison between the answers possible. Besides that,
interviewees were free to choose an interview location, recording only took place in
agreement with the interviewees and questions were kept as neutral as possible, for
example by offering different directions for answers.
The last discussion point concerns my choice for using acceptance criteria, process
criteria and social goals as search criteria for storylines on public participation. This
raises the question whether discourses on public participation do not entail more features
that might be useful to identify storylines on public participation. They definitely do. This
can be answered by addressing that the criteria by Rowe and Frewer are based on a very
large sample of literature and empirical resources. Although Rowe and Frewer mention
that this set is probably not exhaustive, it certainly addresses the most vital features that
constitute effective participation. The choice for social goals was made to provide a
different, more normative ‘pair of glasses’ to analyse the same data. In this way the
answers on the technical features of the workshops could be placed in another
perspective. The choice of using more criteria has been considered, but no additional
sources were was found that would offer additional criteria to those already covered by
the selected literature. A second question might be why these criteria are used in the first
place, and why storylines have not been searched for in the raw interview data. This
question can be answered by the need to know what to search for. Every criterion offered
another ‘pair of glasses’ to analyse the interview data with. This offered a more reliable
checklist to decide on which answers could potentially relate to public participation
issues and hence to have a stronger basis to identify storylines and discourses on.

7.3 Practical applications
Next to the discussion on outcomes and methods, some issues remain that could be useful
to consider in future participation processes.
Besides the coordinator of the area-based processes, the water board was also the major
stakeholder in de implementation of measures, the body that collected and presented
information about the process, the body that gathered the results and presented them to
politicians, the facilitator of the workshops, and the body that wrote the final plan. This
double role might cause problems: Besides the immense administrative workload that
burdens the water board in this situation, it might also raise questions in light of the
acceptance criterion of independence. Potentially, many ways exist in which the water
board could have manipulated the structure, input, facilitation, output and final report of
the process in its own favour. We may trust that this was not its intention, but it was a
surprise that nobody mentioned this during the interviews. An explanation for the low
level of suspicion about this issue among participants could be that around 90% of the
chosen measures will be implemented by the water board itself. If the water board would
ask a higher implementation effort from other stakeholders, this valuation might be
different. Several Dutch water boards hired an external agency to create and execute the
local participative processes. Making use of such an agency could decrease the high
workload involved with coordinating a participation process. Besides that, it could take
away the potential risk of conflicts as a result of the combined role of the water board as
major stakeholder and project coordinator.
Although independence of the project coordination was not mentioned as a threat,
influence on actual policy was. Many participants were curious about the way the
outcomes of their participation effort would be presented in the final report, compared to
what had actually been discussed in the meetings. They were aware that the political
meeting which had to approve of the input could alter this information, and that the water
board might have another interpretation of the process outcomes than themselves.
However, none of these curious participants expressed potential deviations as a real
threat: Most of them felt that the water board would translate the outcomes in a decent
way. And if not, the official participation on the draft river basin management plan would
offer the possibility to address this. The possibility to check the results once more
certainly improved the atmosphere of the workshops, because it prevented the process
from getting a now-or-never atmosphere. This refuting effect of the possibility to reflect
on the outcomes of the workshops is something that might be considered in a next
participative process as well.

Another point for discussion is the EU or national assistance to regional and local
governments in designing their participative processes. As was mentioned in chapter
three, innumerable ways to design and implement a participation process are available.
Assessing which method to choose that is suitable for the specific project at stake is not
an easy task. The water board of Rivierenland finally decided to use a familiar approach
that was used successfully in a previous project. This decision was made after the
Regional Administrative Meeting of Rhine West decided that the WFD expectations
concerning public participation were too ambitious for this project. The water board was
aware that the EU had expectations about public participation, but was unfamiliar with
the WFD public participation guidelines. The participation guidance states that active
involvement is not the same as consultation, but means “...that stakeholders actively
participate in the planning process by discussing issues and contributing to their
solution. Essential to active involvement is the potential for participants to influence the
process. It does not necessarily imply that they also become responsible for water
management.” (EC, 2002)
Water Affairs, which is responsible for the quality of public participation quality in the
WFD implementation, conducted a survey to evaluate the active involvement in the seven
Dutch river basin districts (RIZA 2007). Although the Rhine-West survey was mainly
restricted to responses on the Sounding Board, the respondents were also asked about
their expected methods on active involvement for the coming years. This would include
the regional processes by the water boards. The respondents preferred meetings with their
own target group; stimulation of activities by non-state actors connected to the WFD
implementation; and creative sessions to explore measures and to link opportunities. In
addition, the respondents mentioned that capacity, financial support and an active
invitation were needed in order to make participation successful. Advice on how to
organize these methods were not given in the report, neither does it mention the EU
guidance document. At the moment the RIZA report was published, all six regional
processes by water board Rivierenland had already started. Water Affairs calls the WFD
regional processes 'active involvement', while the water board is of the opinion they did a
consultation. The question remains who is responsible for the design and evaluation of
chosen participation methods at the regional level. On the one hand this could be a
responsibility of water boards themselves, since they are free in designing their own
process. On the other hand, since EU expectations are higher and different from the usual
procedures, Water Affairs might have taken more responsibility in providing support for
the regional coordinators on this issue.
The major point of concern is however the attention that should be given to the different
prevailing discourses among potential public participants. In order to hold on to them as
participants, attention should be given to the different perceptions on the use of public
participation which is about to take place. This requires an earlier involvement. On the
outset of the process, not only the task definition, but also the participation aim should be
clear for all participants. When changes are made in the decision-making structure, an
analysis should be made to what extent this change might influence the agreed-upon
aims. This might prevent unwanted and unnecessary disappointments like the ones
described in this report.

7.4 Conclusion
This study provides an insight of how participants in the same participative water
management process perceive different goals and threats before, during, and after the
process. Moreover, it shows how these features are described in specific storylines, which
I have used to construct different discourses on public participation in relation to this
process. This project shows that these discourses are not only shaped by the features of
the process, they also shape the process itself.
The result of this shaping is not always appreciated within other discourses. As a result of
the 'proposing pragmatic' discourse, the process moved from an intentionally more
deliberative and iterative participation process into a more informative and consulting
one. This was unproblematic for the 'reactive conservative' discourse, which was used to
this type of participation in water board affairs. However, it was problematic for the
'demanding idealist' discourse. As a result, the 'demanding idealist' participants got
dissatisfied with different parts of the process. Combined with low resource accessibility,
this group was inadequately represented in the process. As a consequence, this caused a
lower level of ambition in the final report, since this level was determined by means of
developing a supported set of measures during the workshops. The low ambition level
was in turn disappointing for the 'proposing pragmatic' discourse, which had expected
more cooperation from agriculture and municipalities. However, contrary to the
'demanding idealist' discourse, the 'proposing pragmatists' discourse considered the
process to be cost-efficient, because of the broad agenda-setting of water quality
management in the region and the improved relationship with the different stakeholders.
The report provides insight in the way different discourses on public participation
struggle to influence the scope of a participation process. It also shows the
disappointments that occur when the requirements of one of these discourses are not met.
On a more practical level, it shows the importance of consciously considering the effect
of different choices within a participation process. Ignoring the underlying perceptions on
public participation could have unforeseen negative consequences. Many problems could
be avoided when participant expectations of public participation process could be made
explicit before its start and all participants would understand the decisions made in this
respect.
However, what is also shown is that although consciousness is needed, public
participation remains to some extent a matter of trial and error. In this respect I refer
again to Flyvbjerg’s two arguments for case study research. Firstly, case studies provide
researchers with a nuanced view of reality that includes the notion that human behaviour
does not follow fixed rules. Secondly, case studies are essential to the researchers’ own
learning process, since experience with context-dependent situations increases the
researchers’ skills that are needed to do good research. I know now from experience that
the second argument is true, and hope that this report supports the first argument as well.
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Summary
The objective of this research project was to disclose public participation perceptions in
the Dutch implementation process of the European Water Framework Directive (WFD).
Since public participation is a comprehensive concept with many potential
interpretations, my hypothesis was that within a participation process these differences
could be showed by identifying the meaning that participants give to public participation.
Besides the identification of perceptions, the second objective was to clarify on which
specific characteristics of public participation participant these perceptions differed.
The third objective was to show how these differences in perception were reflected in the
actual practice of a WFD public participation process, for example how participants acted
to alter others’ perceptions or the process itself.
To investigate this, I conducted a case study on a regional participation process in the
Betuwe area of the Netherlands. By means of semi-structured interviewing, participants
representing both governmental and non-governmental organizations were asked to
reflect on the process they had participated in. By means of document analysis, additional
information about the participative process and its context was gathered. The interview
results were analyzed by means of public participation evaluation criteria in order to
identify which specific features of public participation were brought up by interviewees.
Besides an identification of expressed features, the reactions on public participation were
analyzed on prevailing storylines in order to identify different public participation
discourses.
Three different discourse-coalitions were identified, showing differences in their
valuation and use of public participation in this specific process. The first discourse had a
broad notion of public participation and was focused on a smooth and short process in
order to meet deadlines and come up with useful results. The second discourse had a
narrower focus on public participation which mainly included the opportunity to obtain
information and to make interests known to decision makers. The third discourse had,
similar to the first discourse, a broad notion of public participation. This discourse
included next to the possibility for obtaining information and presenting stakes, also the
possibility to deliver information to decision makers and to search for common values
and resolve stakeholder conflicts as important benefits of public participation.
The study shows that the first discourse-coalition influenced the process in a way that
satisfied the second discourse-coalition and disappointed the third discourse-coalition.
Because of its decisions to smoothen the participation process, the possibilities to provide
information to decision makers and to resolve conflicts were decreased in favour of
delivering information by decision makers to participants and a consultation on existing
stakes. Although this was a logical choice considering the expected outcomes by decision
makers, it frustrated a part of the potential participants to such an extent that this group
hardly participated at all. This shows the interplay between choices made in the design
and execution of a public participation process on the one hand, and participants’
perception on public participation on the other.

1. Introduction
“The success of water management in the European Union demands an integrated and
balanced approach to the management of our water resources to ensure the sustainable
co-existence of all water users, from agriculture to factories to ecosystems. The
involvement of the wider public and all those concerned by water management is
therefore absolutely critical.”
-

Stavros Dimas, European Commissioner for the Environment at the European
Water Conference, Brussels 2nd April 2009 -

The realization of the European Water Framework Directive (hereafter WFD) in 2000 is
by many considered as a milestone. It is the first integral European water policy directive,
and is based on an integrated water management and a river basin-approach. All
European governments are obliged to present elaborate River Basin Management Plans
(RBMP’s) to show how a “good qualitative and quantitative status” of their ground and
surface waters is achieved by 2015. Next to the holistic approach, the introduction of
public participation as an integral part of a directive was innovative too: It was also the
first time that a European directive included public participation as an implementation
prerequisite. Although the European Union set out some obligatory participation efforts,
member states were to a large extent free to design public participation according to their
own wishes. This freedom of interpretation caused a lot of uncertainty around public
participation in the WFD: Which choices would be made within this given freedom, by
whom, and on which grounds? The European Union only obliges member states to
consult the public on three essential documents: A time plan, an identification of the socalled Significant Water Management Issues, and the draft RBMP’s. However, it also
asks member states to ‘actively involve the public’ in the WFD process, starting with the
drafting of the RBMP’s.
As with most human constructions, the difficulty of a broad concept like “public
participation” is that it can be perceived in very many different ways by very many
different people at the same time. When people communicate their perceptions, this will
automatically lead to differences of opinion. In itself, this does not create a problem. To
the contrary, it makes people conscious about the possibilities they have to come up with
a better (or worse) solution. However, when public participation is transformed from
meaning into practice, for example when it is written down in a legally-binding WFD, it
starts to shape other meanings and practice itself. In other words, an initial contestation
about meaning becomes a contestation about power when these meanings are used to
decide on a certain practice. As public participation is closely related to decision-making
in most perceptions, and is by many even conceived as the way of decision-making, not
only different meanings, but also different stakes will co-exist. This leads to a constant
struggle over public participation, with losers and winners, and victories and
disappointments.

History is full of examples in which public participation became a disappointment, for
those who organized it, for invited participants, or for both. Although participants are
most often very willing to work together towards a shared and satisfying outcome,
diverging expectations often undermine these good intentions. Differences exist not only
about the issue at stake, but also about what an ideal participation process would entail.
In scientific literature too, the discussion on public participation is broad and ongoing.
My hypothesis was that the perception on public participation of participants on a local
level might for example substantially differ from those on for example the EU or national
policy level. Within a participation process consisting of different stakeholders, these
differences might exist as well. To know on which points these differences exist, how
they are distributed among participants and the effect of these differences on the actual
process would be useful to know: For example, to gain more knowledge on why wellintended participation processes turn into disappointments, and to offer insight in how
these disappointments could be avoided. Hence, I defined my research objective as
follows:
“To investigate which perceptions the different participants in a local participation
process have on public participation, how these perceptions relate to each other, and
how these perceptions and relations find their expression into practice.”
In order to meet this objective, I formulated the following three research questions:
1. Which perceptions do the different participants in a local participation process
have on public participation?
2. How do these perceptions relate to each other?
3. How are these perceptions reflected in actual practice?
In chapter two, I will present a short overview of the Dutch water policy and management
situation, and how the Water Framework Directive is adopted into the Dutch system. An
emphasis in this overview will be on public participation. In chapter three, I will clarify
the theoretical framework I used to construct my research project on. I will present some
background on different levels of participation and present the criteria I have used to
analyze my data with. In chapter four, I will give a description of the selected case and an
explanation on the methods used to obtain my data. Chapter five will provide an
overview of participant’s reactions on different aspects of public participation. In chapter
six, I will show the results of a second analysis on these reactions to identify and present
different discourses on public participation among participants. Conclusions and
discussion can be found in chapter seven.

2. WFD & Participation Context
In this chapter I provide an overview of the WFD structure and process so far. Firstly, I
will shortly describe the European WFD background. Secondly, I will focus on the Dutch
situation by outlining existing water policy and how the WFD was adopted into the Dutch
system. In the last section, I focus on adaptation of public participation. Since this chapter
only presents main lines and structures, it does little justice the very comprehensive WFD
policy process. However, it is intended to provide a wider context in which this case
study can be seen.

2.1 Background European Water Framework Directive
On 23 October 2000, the WFD (officially Directive 2000/60/EC of the European
Parliament and of the Council establishing a framework for the Community action in the
field of water policy) was adopted. Several drivers created the need for the first
overarching water policy at the European level (Kaika, 2003). Firstly, the increase in the
number of actors involved in water management and the reconfiguration of their
respective roles played a major role. An example of this is the rise of the private sector in
for example drinking water markets. With an increasing awareness that water issues were
border-crossing, this increased the need of a more overarching water policy and
management that would be able to address the increasingly complex water needs. The
second trend, a direct consequence of the first, was the rising number of power centres
and scales at which decision making was exercised in the water sector. This increased the
need of a structure in which all these different actors and institutions could jointly
coordinate their activities, both on a horizontal as well as a vertical scale. A third
identified driver was an increasing concern for the environment throughout society,
which had gradually entered the European water discourse and could not be neglected in
new water policy. Pressure by what Kaika calls ‘social capital’ dedicated to
environmental protection, played a major role in bringing this change about. The
fundament of the framework was built in 1995, when the European Committee accepted a
request of the European Parliament's environment committee and from the Council of
environment ministers, of which the main content was summarized as follows:
“Whilst EU actions of the past such as the Drinking Water Directive and the Urban
Waste Water Directive can duly be considered milestones, European Water Policy has to
address the increasing awareness of citizens and other involved parties for their water.
At the same time, water policy and water management are to address problems in a
coherent way. This is why the new European Water Policy was developed in an open
consultation process involving all interested parties.” (WISE 2007)
The two main arguments for introducing the WFD were thus to create a more holistic
European policy on water, and to involve citizens and interested stakeholders in the
establishment of this policy. The first argument is visible in the framework in several
ways. The framework replaces several older directives (swimming, fishing, shell-fishing,
groundwater, urban waste water, drinking water, nitrates, and industrial pollution).
Besides, implementation plans have to be developed and executed on a river basin basis.

This approach, where river basins define the administrative borders, is applied for the
first time in a EU framework directive. The second argument to establish the WFD is “To
address the increasing awareness of citizens and other involved parties for their water.”
(WISE 2007). In the text of the WFD, this goal is represented in different ways. For
example in the considerations, where it is stated that: “ The success of this Directive
relies on close cooperation and coherent action at Community, Member State and local
level as well as on information, consultation and involvement of the public, including
users.” And “To ensure the participation of the general public including users of water in
the establishment and updating of river basin management plans, it is necessary to
provide proper information of planned measures and to report on progress with their
implementation with a view to the involvement of the general public before final
decisions on the necessary measures are adopted.” (EC 2000)
The implementation of the WFD does justice to the concept of a framework. Many issues
are only roughly defined and are to be made operational at state- , regional- or even local
level. This thought is well represented in consideration thirteen of the WFD. It says that:
“There are diverse conditions and needs in the Community which require different
specific solutions. This diversity should be taken into account in the planning and
execution of measures to ensure protection and sustainable use of water in the framework
of the river basin. Decisions should be taken as close as possible to the locations where
water is affected or used. Priority should be given to action within the responsibility of
Member States through the drawing up of programmes of measures adjusted to regional
and local conditions.” (EC 2000)
However, in article 14, some obligations are mentioned as well. Member States should:
“…encourage the active involvement of all interested parties in the implementation of
this Directive, in particular in the production, review and updating of the river basin
management plans.” Although the responsibility for, and the interpretation of 'active
involvement' lies with the member states, the directive does set a certain baseline for
official public participation. Three documents should be made available for consultation
by the member states. Besides that, a presentation deadline is set, in order to give citizens
and organizations enough time to react. The three participation obligations are
highlighted in table 1, which shows the official text of Article 14.
A key reason for the importance of public participation in the WFD is the notion of
European policy makers that public involvement can increase the quality of policy. Two
main arguments are brought forward: 1) tuning of different stakeholders’ interest, and 2)
enforceability through increased transparency (WISE 2007). The importance of public
participation is also officially underpinned by the Aarhus Convention, which grants the
public rights regarding access to information, public participation and access to justice in
governmental decision-making processes on matters concerning the local, national and
transboundary environment. The Aarhus Convention states for example that: “…in the
field of the environment, improved access to information and public participation in
decision-making enhance the quality and the implementation of decisions,….”
(UNECE 1998)

Article 14
Public information and consultation
1. Member States shall encourage the active involvement of all interested parties in the
Implementation of this Directive, in particular in the production, review and updating
of the river basin management plans. Member States shall ensure that, for each river
basin district, they publish and make available for comments to the public, including
users:
I. A timetable and work programme for the production of the plan, including a
statement of the consultation measures to be taken, at least three years before the
beginning of the period to which the plan refers;
II. An interim overview of the significant water management issues identified in the
river basin, at least two years before the beginning of the period to which the plan
refers;
III. Draft copies of the river basin management plan, at least one year before the
beginning of the period to which the plan refers.
On request, access shall be given to background documents and information used
for the development of the draft river basin management plan.
2. Member States shall allow at least six months to comment in writing on those
documents in order to allow active involvement and consultation.

Table 1: The official text of Article 14 of the WFD, with the obliged participation
deliverables highlighted

2.2 Existing Dutch national water policy
At the time the WFD was introduced, the 4th Dutch National Water Resource
Management Act (V&W 1998) was the leading policy document in the Netherlands. This
plan stipulated the Dutch water management plans for the period 1998-2006. The plan
was very similar to the 3rd National Water Plan, which was the first National water policy
written from an integrated water management and water-system assumption. The extreme
river flooding in 1993 and 1995 created a stronger focus on the natural character of water
systems, and on increased international cooperation on water policy. Besides that, the
plan propagated more cooperation between water policy, environmental policy and
spatial planning. The concept of subsidiarity was very important in this respect: Problems
that occurred at regional or local level should be dealt with at this level as much as
possible. The need for area-based policy was mentioned specifically (V&W 1998). The
integrated and holistic approach with a focus on international- as well as local solution
building of the Water resource Management Act was apparently well adapted to the
requirements of the WFD.

Another existing policy plan which is not directly intended to improve water quality, but
is very dependent on its implementation is the Dutch Nature Policy Act. This document
was presented in 1990 and introduced an ambitious intention to pursue a “...sustainable
conservation, restoration and development of natural and scenic values.” for a period of
thirty years (LNV 1990). The core of the plan is to create the Ecological Main Structure,
a network of interconnected nature areas which would offer species a larger habitat to
increase possibilities for dispersion and migration, making species less vulnerable to local
stress. This plan is a predecessor of the Natura2000 network which was enacted in 1992
with a similar aim and strategy on a European scale. A large overlap exists between the
Dutch Ecological Main Structure and the Natura2000 network in the Netherlands. In
2008, the PBL1 published its yearly analysis of the current state of the environment with
an extra emphasis on water. Main findings in the report were that water shortage and high
concentrations of mainly phosphates are major barriers to reach the Natura2000 goals by
means of current nature policy and management. In order to reach the Natura2000
objectives, innovative combinations with water management and spatial planning have to
be made (PBL 2008). Since the WFD obliges member states to restore all hydrological
conditions of Natura2000 sites before 2015, its implementation will be vital to the
achievement of the Nature Policy Act.

2.3 Organisation and responsibility in the Dutch WFD
implementation.
2.3.1 Administrative arrangements
Dutch water management has four key governmental levels: The ministry of Transport,
Public Works and Water Management2 (V&W) at the national level, the twelve Provinces
and 26 water boards at the regional level, and the 467 municipalities at the local level.
The division of tasks and responsibilities between these different agencies is written
down in the National Governmental Water Agreement3 (RWS 2003). This document was
originally intended to support the Dutch national water quantity management plan titled
'Water Management 21st century'4 (Commissie WB21 2000). The final responsibility for
Dutch water management lies with the Junior Minister of V&W. Since the task and
approach of the WFD were closely related to that of the WB21, the WFD implementation
was integrated in the NBW.

1

2
3
4

Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, or PBL, is the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency. It is
the official national institute for strategic policy analysis in the field of environment, nature and spatial
planning.
The Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management
In Dutch: Nationaal Bestuursakkoord Water, hereafter NBW
In Dutch: In dutch: Waterbeheer 21e eeuw, hereafter WB21

To coordinate the implementation of the NBW, a steering body was established. The
most influential part of this body is the National Governmental Water Meeting5 which
consists of representatives of the four Dutch administrative agencies and the secretary of
State. The LBOW coordinates the implementation process and decides on methods,
formats and other starting points which have to be applied nation-wide. Before decisions
are made on these topics, they are prepared in specific working groups. A steering group
coordinates which topics are dealt with in the LBOW meetings.

2.3.2 River Basins
As has been mentioned in the introduction, one of the innovative features of the WFD is
that River Basin Management Plans have to be developed. The river basins of all four
major Dutch rivers (Meuse, Scheldt, Rhine and Ems) are stretched across national
borders. The international Rhine basin, for example, has been divided into nine districts
of which only one6 is largely situated in the Netherlands. This district is once again
divided into seven sub-districts, of which four are situated wholly within the Dutch
national border. In total, seven different sub-river basin management plans have been
developed, which are merged into one final Rhine Delta plan. In order to tune the four
different Dutch plans in a timely fashion, a joint Regional Governmental Meeting (In
Dutch: Regionaal Bestuurlijk Overleg, hereafter RBO) is established. This meeting is the
regional counterpart of the LBOW, in which the heads of the responsible regional
agencies on water management are represented. These meetings are prepared in the
Regional Administrative Meeting (In Dutch: Regionaal Ambtelijk Overleg), in which
civil servants of the responsible agencies are represented. The newly established
governmental bodies are shown in Table 2.

Name

Consists of

Task

RBO

Heads of the responsible
regional government agencies.

Coordination governmental issues on a riverbasin scale.

RAO

Civil servants of the responsible Preparing the meetings of the RBO.
regional government agencies.

LBOW

Representatives of the heads of
the responsible regional
government agencies, and the
Junior Minister of V&W

Coordinating the implementation of the NBW

CSN

Civil servants V&W

Synchronization of the work in the different
River Basin Districts and sub-River Basin
Disctricts

Table 2: Intergovernmental coordination bodies in the Dutch WFD process

5

In Dutch: Landelijk Bestuurlijk Overleg Water, hereafter LBOW
6 This district is named Rhine Delta.

The actual development of sub-river basin management plans is subdivided between
three different parties on a regional level: The water boards are responsible for surface
water, the Provinces for groundwater, and the regional departments of the DirectorateGeneral for Public Works and Water Management (DPW) on primary waterways (major
rivers and canals). During the development of Dutch input in the River Basin
Management Plans, this input needs to be translated into provincial, water board and
municipal policy as well. These agencies have all been closely involved in the WFD
process.

2.3.3 National level
As was mentioned above, the final responsibility of the Dutch WFD implementation lies
with V&W. The role of V&W during the WFD implementation process is chiefly to steer
on main lines, to observe progress and to deliver guidance if necessary. On a policy level,
the Directorate General Water (DGW) is the responsible agency: “...to establish and
maintain a sustainable water system against acceptable public costs.” DGW created its
own long-term vision to stipulate the water policy course for the next decennia. Its main
goals are providing sufficient amounts of water of sufficient quality, protection againstand the anticipation on flooding. (V&W 2008).
Rijkswaterstaat7 is responsible for the implementation of DGW policy and has ten
regional departments, and is responsible for the WFD implementation for the Dutch
primary waterways. Besides that, Rijkswaterstaat has five supporting departments at a
national level. One of these departments, Water Affairs, looks after the quality of national
water management. The aim of Water Affairs is to have an overview on the
characteristics and the use of the primary water system and to ensure efficient and
effective water management for and by its users. It provides knowledge and expertise in
water projects by Rijkswaterstaat and its employees are involved in national and regional
projects.

2.3.4 Regional level
The water boards are responsible for delivering sub-RBMP input on surface water
management, the Provinces on ground water issues. Besides that, Rijkswaterstaat is
responsible for a number of primary surface waters. This has a historical reason:
Rijkswaterstaat is responsible for all transport infrastructure, which includes frequently
used canals and rivers. Since the water boards play a key role in the WFD
implementation process and the case study presented in the next chapter is organized by
one, more information about this organization is presented in the next paragraph. The
water board is the official Dutch government agency on regional water management. As
was mentioned, its core tasks are water quantity and quality management and ensuring a
safe dike system. In total, The Netherlands hold 26 water boards, which all have a
management responsibility for their own district.
7 The Directorate-General for Public Works and Water Management, the executive department of V&W.

At this moment several water-related topics demand attention by the water boards.
Examples of these topics are: Sea level rise, different precipitation patterns, increasing
attention to water quality because of the WFD and water shortage as a major threat to
biodiversity. These topics increase public attention to the water boards too, which had
been operating relatively undisturbed during the last decennia. Public demand for the
water board to increase its scope is growing. However, the water board traditionally has
had a narrow focus which mainly comprised agriculture. Its electorate, its politicians and
its priorities have long been focussed on agriculture. This creates discontent among nonagricultural stakeholders. The winner of the 2008 election, a party called Water
Natuurlijk8 was a joint effort of nature and recreation organizations to gain more political
weight in the decisions of the water board. By and all the new public attention to the
water board did not increase its popularity. Especially left wing political parties are
openly planning to abolish the water board as a separate political institute and move its
administrative task towards the provinces or regional divisions of Rijkswaterstaat (For
example PvdA 2006).

2.4 Public Participation in the Dutch WFD implementation
2.4.1 Consultation on obliged deliverables
In line with Article 14, three documents for official participation were presented between
2005 and 2009. In 2006, the public was consulted on a document called “Clean Water for
Everyone” which included a time planning, a working plan, and a brief description of the
most important themes that would be included in the construction of management plans
(V&W 2006a). The 'December Memorandum', which included an overview of the most
important problems that should be dealt with and what measures were deemed most
suitable to deal with those problems, was subject to consultation (V&W 2006b). The
third option for the public to deliver official input will be on the draft river basin
management plans in the first half of 2009.

December 2006 Time table and work programme for the production of the plan,
at the latest
including a statement of the consultation measures to be taken;
July 2007
Comments in writing.
December 2007 Interim overview of the significant water management issues identified
at the latest
in the river basin;
July 2008
Comments in writing.
December 2008 Draft copies of the river basin management plan available;
at the latest
Comments in writing.
July 2009
Table 3: Deadlines for the publishing of WFD public participation documents

8 Which in Dutch literally means “natural water”, and figuratively “water of course”.

2.4.2 Possibilities for active involvement by the public
Besides the formal consultation on the three documents mentioned above, several ways
of more informal participation were set up. Both on national, regional as local level,
NGO's and citizens had the possibility to possibility to bring stakes and knowledge to the
process of establishing RBMP's. An overview of those different possibilities is given in
table 4.
Level

Method

Target audience

National Consultative Body on Water Wide spectrum of NGO's advises V&W on stakes
and Northsea (OWN)
and strategic issues.
Working groups of the
National Governmental
Water Meeting (LBOW)

NGO's can request to participate in in-depth
working groups on specific issues. Content
oriented.

Campaigns

General public is informed and asked to deliver
input, for example in area-based processes or via
national websites targeted to different audiences.

Regional Sounding Boards of the
A broad range of NGO's is invited to advice the
separate River Basin Districts RBO and RAO on stakes and content.
Local

Area based meetings

Depending on the design by the water board,
mostly local NGO's are invited to participate in the
development of sub-RBMP's.

Table 4: Dutch public participation possibilities next to the official consultation
In 2006, Water Affairs (RIZA 2006) investigated the opinion of OWN and LBOW
participants on the participative process. The investigation showed that NGO's were of
the opinion that participation in the OWN offered them benefits like: Increased
knowledge on policy issues, a stimulus to create vision, a larger network and more
possibilities for coalition building. On the other hand, participants had difficulty with
contacting and being invited by the clusters and working groups of the LBOW. Besides,
NGO's criticized the low transparency in feedback about the valuation of stakes and
argumentation of choices made. Thirdly, some NGO's encountered capacity problems
because of an increased demand on human resources and information input, combined
with decreased subsidies by the state. Another finding was that the expectations of public
participation are generally low within the Ministry of V&W. This attitude leads to a
solitary-minded and awaiting administration, which is intensified by a weak definition of
both internal and external participation. The main conclusion of the report by RIZA is
that although the first experiences with public participation are positive, its potential
benefits are far from being met.

2.4.3 Local Area-Based Processes
The most elaborate public participation effort is, in line with the WFD, situated on the
regional and the local level. In the different sub-river basins, the water boards are
assigned to organize public participation processes to construct management plans for
their sub-river basin. According to an implementation guideline published by the
Ministry of Transport Public Works and Water Management, titled “Pragmatic
Implementation of WFD in The Netherlands” (V&W 2004), the focus in the development
of river basin management plans should be on measures. This approach does not take the
construction of goals as a starting point, but the investigation of the current situation to
identify potential measures. These measures should be both achievable as well as
affordable (V&W 2004). Despite of the advice given in the Pragmatic Implementation
document, the way in which public participation is used in the construction of RBMP's is
flexible. A short overview learns that there is some difference in approach between the
different water boards. Below, I will give two examples.
Water board Aa en Maas chose for an ambitious public participation approach. An
external consultancy agency was hired to develop and implement a strategy to come to a
management plan. The Aa en Maas district was divided into seven sub-areas. A task force
was established in every sub-area to which specialized civil servants of municipalities,
water board and provinces were invited. This task force was the pivot in the process and
had to come up with a draft- and final plan. The taskforce met seven times and was
facilitated by three employees of the consultancy agency. Secondly, a steering committee
was established consisting of all local aldermen in charge of water management. The goal
of this body was to offer local politicians a possibility to get informed, and to offer the
task force a possibility to bring forward political choices. This group met three times and
had an external chair. Thirdly, a think-along group was started, in which representatives
in possession of local knowledge on agriculture, nature or recreation could take place.
The role of this group was to answer specific questions by the task force, and to provide
advice and alternatives. This group met two times. Lastly, a sounding board was founded
which provided different interested parties a general overview of the process and a
possibility to express their stakes. The sounding board met once and was chaired by the
chairman of the water board council (Royal Haskoning, 2008). Another example is the
water board district of Zuiderzeeland, which has chosen a different approach. Instead of a
division in sub-areas first, the water board chose to make the overarching plan at once.
Interested parties were invited by mail to attend two different meetings. The first meeting
was about a discussion memorandum written by the water board. The second meeting
was about the draft version of the report. Both meetings were facilitated by the Water
Board itself. Among the invited groups were municipalities, nature management
organizations, interest groups and drinking-water companies (Zuiderzeeland, 2008).
The above examples show the freedom the water boards had in setting up their public
participation on establishing their sub-RBMP's. The object of this research project, the
participation process of Rivierenland, had again a slightly different planning. In chapter
four a description of this process and my method of analysing this process are presented.
But first, I will present the theoretical framework I used to structure my method of
analysis on.

3. Theoretical Framework
In analyzing different public perceptions on public participation, one needs to have a
solid theoretical basis to relate these perceptions to. Different respondents give different
explanations of the same phenomena, and to have an overview of the different theoretical
and normative aspects of public participation is essential to identify important relations.
This chapter provides this basis, by outlining the concept of public participation. In the
first paragraph I will present the driving forces behind the growth of attention to public
participation during the last decades. In the second paragraph I will present different
definitions of the concept of public participation to show what could be understood by
this concept. In the third paragraph, I will present a more normative picture of public
participation by outlining its potential benefits in policy-making. In the last paragraph I
present public participation as an aspect of good governance, and an evaluation
framework to assess the quality of a public participation processes. This framework has
been used to structure the analysis of my interview data.

3.1 Background of Public Participation
Why has for public participation received increasing attention since the 1970’s? The most
common explanation is dissatisfaction with representative democracy, which is the
prevailing type of democracy in the Western world since the 18th century. This
dissatisfaction has caused a decreased public confidence in being represented by its
government, and an overall distrust in the governing capabilities of the nation state. This
distrust has been shown in empirical research. Bobbio (Bobbio 1989) mentions six
promises of democracy that have been broken by democratic electoral institutions:
1. Popular sovereignty is an incoherent concept, since rule is more about conflict
and cooperation between groups, such as political parties and professional
associations.
2. Representation has turned out not to reflect the interests and opinions of
individuals collectively, but rather reflects organized group interests.
3. Democracies have failed to eliminate oligarchic (aristocratic, elitist) power.
4. Democracies have failed to expand the spaces within which decisions are made
democratically.
5. Democracies have not eliminated those “invisible powers” within bureaucracies
– cabinets, security forces, and private organizations that escape public
accountability.
6. Democracies failed to educate individuals for citizenship.
What has caused these broken promises? Warren (2002) mentions four influential trends
that shape the new landscape of democracy, and thus, the new landscape of the traditional
representative nation state. These four trends are globalisation; differentiation;
complexity; and pluralisation & reflexivity. All four trends are briefly presented in the
next paragraphs.

3.1.1 Globalization
With the rise of the information facilities like television and internet, ever more forces
operate across the borders of the nation states. Many issues have become transnational,
like security, environmental degradation, and market economy. Many issues are
increasingly addressed by international bodies, both governmental (for example UN, EU,
NATO) and non-governmental issues (for example WWF, FSC, www.climatecrisis.net).
These forces: “…lessen the significance of the state as a unitary collective actor and thus
reduce the scope of what might be achieved through democratizing the state.” (Warren
2000)

3.1.2 Differentiation
Many issues that previously belonged under state control, have become the responsibility
of sectoral parties such as markets; systems of social reproduction; knowledge
(re)production institutions like universities; and institutions devoted to arts and culture.
Besides that, an increasing number of decisions are not demarcated by territory
boundaries, but by issue boundaries. This is caused by what Castiglione and Warren
(2006) call ‘doctrines of subsidiarity’, which is the notion that political units should
match the scale of problems with which they deal. The EU Water Framework Directive is
a good example of this: Improving water quality is a task that requires cooperation across
national borders, hence the leading role of the EU. But implementation is based on a
regional and local scale. The role of the nation state has changed increasingly to auditing
processes, assisting lower administrative bodies, and communicating between policy
makers and -implementers. This differentiation increases the sectoral capacities for
collective action, but also increases the zones of political conflict and undermines
political responsibility (Warren 2000).

3.1.3 Complexity
The differentiation mentioned above also increased the complexity of collective action.
This complexity increases the chance of unintended consequences of collective action.
These unintended consequences of “large scale” and “engineering-based models” have
increased public scepticism on these forms of decision-making. Consequently, the public
searches for risk avoidance, or what Ulrich Beck calls the “risk society” (Warren 2000).

3.1.4 Pluralisation and Reflexivity
The last trend is caused by changing patterns of individualization. Because of increasing
differentiation, complexity and fluidity, individuals have a lot of choices to make, which
can according to Warren, “not be refused”. This increased responsibility for choices,
combined with a decreased certainty over the effect of these choices increases individual
reflexivity. This increased reflexivity in its turn provides the space for ethical growth
(Warren 2000). As early as 1984, Offe wrote that “…the outcomes of administrative
action are in many areas not the outcomes of authoritative implementation of preestablished rules, but rather the results of a ‘co-production’ of the administration and its
clients.” (Offe, with increasing differentiation as described by Warren, action is
increasingly often not a ‘co-production’. Instead, it's an inter-organizational production,

sometimes without interference of administration. These trends change the preferred role
of the state as well. This new role is nicely formulated in one of the three major steering
philosophies in the Dutch Department of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality: “From
taking care to making sure that.” The other two are: “Centralize what is necessary,
decentralize what is possible.” and “Debate and dialogue are crucial”. This change of
the role of the state is commonly known as the shift from governing to governance (see
for example (Rhodes 1996), (Rhodes 1997) or (Hajer, 2003). Governance is not
something new; it is old as human civilization. However, since a shift from government
to governance was observed during the 1980’s, global debate about what constitutes
'good governance' has been growing. In what way public participation can enhance good
governance will be presented in paragraph 3.3. First, I take a closer look at how public
participation could be defined.

3.2 Defining public participation
After exploring the main drivers behind the increased attention to public participation, I
will present in this section how public participation is defined differently. As was
already mentioned in the introduction, “public participation” is a debated concept, with
many theoretical and practical interpretations and definitions. In order to see where these
interpretations find common ground, some definitions by different scholars are presented.
Rowe and Frewer define public participation as follows: “Public participation may be
defined at a general level as the practice of consulting and involving members of the
public in the agenda-setting, decision-making, and policy-forming activities of
organizations or institutions responsible for policy development.”(Rowe 2004). Although
this is a very broad and unspecific definition, it is useful to be applied to the large
diversity in participatory processes. What is of importance is the input delivered by
members of the public. This is well shown in the definition by Smith: “Public
participation encompasses a group of procedures designed to consult, involve, and
inform the public to allow those effected by a decision to have an input into that
decision.” (Smith, 1983). The difference between these two definitions is that Rowe and
Frewer include agenda-setting and policy forming next to the actual decision-making.
Another difference between the two definitions is that Smith mentions informing the
public next to consulting and involving. This difference is in focus: Smith leaves a
possibility open for one-way communication, in which a decision-maker informs the
public to provide a possibility to deliver input, but not necessarily receives this input. In
Rowe and Frewer's definition, consultation and involvement are by necessity two-way
streams of communication.
A third difference is the fact that Rowe and Frewer use the concept of policy-developer,
while Smith refers to ‘decision maker’. This difference highlights the importance of the
scope of public participation: There is a difference between informing a public on a
certain issue, and inviting it to co-decide on this issue. And there is a lot in between. The
first author to put these different levels of public participation in a graphical scale (see
figure 1) was Sherry R. Arnstein (1969).

She introduced the so-called “Participation Ladder”. This ladder shows the scale between
what Arnstein considers to be the two extremes of participation: Manipulation and citizen
control. After the publication of this article, similar ladders have been constructed (see
for example Figure 2), each of them showing the same idea: A scale showing the level of
power that is given to the public enable it to make decisions. What is considered as public
participation is a matter of taste: Arnstein does not consider consultation to be public
participation, and what Wiedemann and Femers would call ‘the public right to know’
would be called therapy or manipulation by Arnstein. However, these scales are very
useful to show that different levels of public participation can be meant within a single
concept. In following chapters, examples of these differences in meaning will come up.
However, the next chapter deals with the more normative benefits that are ascribed to
public participation.

Figure 1: Participation ladder by
Arnstein (1969)

Figure 2: Participation ladder by Wiedemann en
Femers (1993)

3.3 Good Governance and Public Participation
The United Nations Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP 2008) identified
eight characteristics of good governance. These are shown in figure 3.3. One of the eight
characteristics is ‘participatory’. The question is in what way participation can improve
governance. Thomas Beierle has listed six potential societal benefits that can be obtained
through public participation (Beierle 1998). Beierle calls these benefits ‘social goals’.
The goals are listed in table 5.

1. Educating and informing the public
2. Incorporating public values into
decision-making
3. Improving the substantive quality of
decisions
4. Increasing trust in institutions
5. Reducing conflict
6. Achieving cost-effectiveness
Table 5: The societal benefits of public
participation as presented by Beierle (1998)

Figure 3: Aspects of good governance according
to the United Nations (2008)

3.3.1 Educating and informing the public
Beierle (1998) describes the possibility of using public participation to educate and
inform the public. He mentions four benefits of an informed and educated public. An
informed public is better adapted to: Carrying out the role envisioned in major legislation
of identifying violations; applying community pressure; enforcing laws; and contributing
to permitting and rule making. This goal closely relates to what Rowe and Frewer (2000)
call the lowest level of public participation: Top down-communication by the sponsor.
This does not necessarily mean one-way communication: In the successful informing and
educating of the public, there must be some kind of reflection in order to check whether
the public in actuality has been informed and educated. The key objective is that those
who are participating gain knowledge about an issue at stake. The higher the level of
information and education, the higher the chance will be that the public knows about
governmental decisions; knows how these decisions were arrived at, and is able to deliver
useful advice and criticism. In the words of Beierle (1998): “In the best of situations, all
of the active public would understand the relevant technical and economic issues
(including their inherent uncertainties), the trade-offs involved in various outcomes, and
the interests of other stakeholders.”

3.3.2 Incorporating public values into decision-making
Where the previous goal aimed at informing and educating the public, this goal aims at
educating public agencies. These agencies should be aware of public values in order to
have an effective focus on establishing new policy. Many examples exist of situations in
which policy makers assumed to be sufficiently aware of values and assumptions held by
the public, where in fact they were not. Beierle (1998) quotes a 1987 study by the US
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in which the EPA's ranking of different
environmental issues' risk was compared to that of the general public expressed in
opinion polls. Remarkably, the priority ranking by the public was almost the opposite of
that of the EPA (Beierle 1998, Davies and Mazurek 1998). Awareness of public values
among policy makers is essential for these values to be incorporated in policy and to
make this policy more adaptive and effective (Beierle 1998).

3.3.3 Improving the substantive quality of decisions
Similar to the previous goal, this one aims at input from participants. However, where the
second goal focuses on normative input, this one focuses on the substantial input by
participants to make “…decisions more technically rigorous and satisfying to a wider
range of interests.” Participant input is not only interesting because of its potential
insight in public values and assumptions; it can also contain unknown facts and creative
alternatives. In this way, wiser decisions can be made that can be more efficient and
might include a wider range of interests (Beierle, 1998).

3.3.4 Increasing trust in institutions
Environmental issues have three characteristics that make trustworthiness of -in this caseresponsible governmental agencies very important. Firstly, long-time horizons increase
the possibility of unanticipated effects. Secondly, the difficulty of measuring and
receiving clear feedback on the progress increases the level of uncertainty. Thirdly, the
diffuse nature of benefits makes it difficult to show the effectiveness of the procedure in
figures (Beierle 1998).
To involve and empower the public in decision-making is seen as an effective way to
increase public trust (Slovic 1993). Trust is difficult to measure. One of the reasons for
this is the difficulty to define it. To find indicators for trust, Beierle (1998) suggests
looking at two components: Competence and fiduciary duty. Competence in this case is:
The ability to do what is “right”. Fiduciary duty is: The will to do what is “right”. This
links up with the fifth goal.

3.3.5 Reducing conflict
Reducing conflict aims at the search for shared values between participants, instead of
using participation as a tool for exercising the will of only one stakeholder (Beierle,
1998). What is ‘right’ will remain a constant struggle between people. The 'right' decision
should end up in policy and this will be preceded by a struggle across stakeholders.
Public participation offers a possibility for different stakeholders to bring forward and to
legitimize their 'right'. This offers a way to discuss these visions and may lead to a
consensus plan. If consensus can not be achieved, negotiations could offer a possibility to
agree on a joint settlement. If this consensus or settlement plan is fulfilled, in other words
if competence and fiduciary duty between parties are proven, this will reduce conflict in
practice.

3.3.6 Achieving cost-effectiveness
The goal of cost-effectiveness mentioned by Beierle is not a specific benefit of public
participation, but a reminder to check how the increase of effectiveness caused by the
first five benefits is valued compared to the choice for a less-participative method
(Beierle 1998). Although it is very difficult to measure this goal, it is also the weightiest
goal in light of the choice for more-participative or less-participative processes.
This section has shown that public participation is considered to be a potential benefit in
governance and policy-making. To conclude, public participation is considered to
potentially: 1) increase public awareness and understanding because of increased
information accessibility 2) improve the quality of decisions because of the variety of
different perspectives are taken into account 3) improve the legitimacy of policy since it
has a broad knowledge base 4) increase trust in decision-makers because of increased
accountability 5) decrease misunderstanding and the chance at an escalation of conflict
because of mutual learning. However, not in all cases where public participation was
organized, the results have been satisfactory. An example of such dissatisfaction is given
in the section below and a framework for evaluation is presented to overcome these
disappointments.

3.4 Evaluating the Effectiveness of Public Participation
Several examples exist in which public participation has failed to fulfil its expectations
and has turned into a disappointment. One example is the ‘The Port of Savannah Process’
(Cox 2006) in which the ideal and actual practice of public participation were quite
different. After public protest arose against a proposal to increase the Savanna harbour’s
depth, the responsible authority (Georgia Ports Authority, GPA) established a citizen’s
advisory committee that consisted of local government, business and the citizenry. The
role of the committee was to “examine the proposal’s environmental impacts and to
develop a plan for alleviating them.” The expressed intention of the GPA was to create a
collaborative process with two-way communication between the GPA and different
stakeholders, to develop “an environmentally acceptable mitigation plan”. In the second
meeting, the facilitator confirmed this collaborative ideal by “characterizing all
stakeholders as equal with ‘everybody’ having the ‘chance to speak up and be heard’”.

However, in practice this equal chance turned out not to be real. The GPA favoured
professional organizations and scientists over non-professional and less informed
stakeholders. Besides, certain sources of information such as documents and meetings
were not available to all stakeholders. That’s to say, there was an unequal relationship
and a disagreement about the meaning of ‘stakeholder’ among the different stakeholders.
(Cox 2006, the original account of this process was published in Toker 2004)
The above example shows that having an overview on how to organize a successful
participative process could be very useful for different parties. However, the many
contextual and procedural factors that could influence its outcome make the
establishment of such an overview difficult. Examples of such factors are the structure of
the process, the people involved in the process, unforeseen external effects, or lack of
information. Nevertheless, Rowe and Frewer have created a framework that points out
criteria to take into account, and that can be used for the evaluation of public
participation. In this framework, a distinction is made between ‘Acceptance Criteria’ and
‘Process Criteria’. Process criteria are related to the effective construction and
implementation of a procedure. Acceptance criteria are related to the potential public
acceptance of a procedure. In total, five acceptance criteria and four process criteria are
identified (see table3.1 below). Rowe and Frewer base their framework on an extensive
amount of theoretical and empirical research (Rowe 2000). However, they stress that this
list shouldn’t be taken too literally: Other criteria might come up, and the value that
should be given to each of the nine criteria may differ per situation. Nonetheless, it offers
a form of support that is not given in the extensive number of specific studies on one or
few criteria. All nine criteria will be explained in more detail in the next paragraphs.

Acceptance Criteria

Process Criteria

1. Representativeness

6. Resource Accessibility

2. Independence

7. Task Definition

3. Early Involvement

8. Structured Decision-making

4. Influence

9. Cost-Effectiveness

5. Transparency
Table 5: Overview of the evaluation criteria by Rowe and Frewer.

3.4.1 Acceptance Criteria
By representativeness Rowe and Frewer mean that the group of participants should be a
representation of the affected public. Determining who exactly will be affected gets more
difficult when the issue at stake gets larger and more complex. Rowe and Frewer admit
that a bias seems likely. What should be in question is the size of this bias (Rowe and
Frewer 2000), not the bias itself.
The first acceptance criterion of ‘independence’ states that a participatory process should
be conducted in an independent, unbiased way. The facilitators should not only be
independent to the sponsor, they should also be viewed as independent. Besides, the
participants should be independent of the sponsor. Like the previous criterion, this is not
a black or white issue: True independence is an illusion when you participate in two-way
communication. Participants get to know each other for example, which already creates a
minor interdependency. What’s at stake is whether the level of independence is
justifiable.
The second acceptance criterion of ‘early involvement’ states that the public should be
involved as early as possible in the process, as soon as value judgments become salient.
The concept of value judgments is taken from risk management, in order to make a
distinction between technical assessments of risk on the one hand – which is called
technical judgment - and psychological and sociological understandings of risk on the
other – which is called value judgment. In the first case, less informed participants might
not be able or interested to join. You could argue that every decision is about value
judgment, also in technical risk assessment, because even in technical assessment,
someone has to choose a method. This choice always contains a value judgement.
Nevertheless, it is clear that a decision has to be made on which moment in a process it is
reasonable and practical to invite participants.
The third acceptance criterion of ‘influence’ states that the output of a participative
process should have a genuine impact on policy. A lot of criticism on public participation
focuses on this point. Disillusioned participants that joined a participation process only
for the sake of appearances are often described in accounts of failed public participation.
This relates to trust and power: how much decision-making power a sponsor gives to
participants depends on the trust in a satisfying outcome of the process. This can vary
highly depending on context.
The last acceptance criterion is that of ‘transparency’. It states that “…the process should
be transparent so that the public can see what is going on and how decisions are being
made.” To maintain the trust of interested people outside of the process, the process
should be transparent in clarifying how and why decisions are made. Outsiders might be
future participants; hence there is an advantage in maintaining their trust. Moreover, it
incorporates an additional ‘check’ by the non-participating public, which can function
like a watchdog.

3.4.2 Process Criteria
The first process criterion Rowe and Frewer mention is that of ‘resource accessibility’:
“Participants should have access to the appropriate resources to enable them to
successfully fulfil their brief.” Four different types of resources are identified as
necessities that have to be met. These are 1) information resources; 2) human resources;
3) material resources; and 4) time resources. The type and size of demanded resources
differ with context, but all four types have to be met sufficiently. The main trade-off for
this criterion is cost-effectiveness: How can resources be used wisely to enable
participants without overloading them?
The second process criterion is that of task definition: “The nature and scope of the
participation task should be clearly defined.” This criterion is used to evaluate the
understanding of the different participants on the 1) scope 2) expected outcomes and 3)
the mechanisms of the procedure. These features should be clear from the outset to
prevent misunderstanding that could lead to less effectiveness or credibility of the
process. The major drawback of scheduling everything on the outset is the lack of
flexibility in the case of unforeseen circumstances. However, agreements can also be
made on this point.
The third process criterion is that of structured decision-making: Appropriate
mechanisms for structuring and displaying the decision-making process should be used.
This criterion is closely related with the acceptance criterion of transparency: By
structuring and documenting how decisions were made, this information can be of help in
the organization of the process. The same information can also be used to show to nonparticipants which decisions were made and how they were supported. Rowe and Frewer
mention several decision-aiding tools like decision analysis and decision trees. They
stress the importance of these tools in group processes, since decisions in these processes
are vulnerable to for example group thinking, dominant individuals, social loafing, etc.
To prevent this from happening, the use of independent decision analysts is suggested.
Besides that, a facilitator could stipulate and enforce clear decision-making rules for the
process.
The last process criterion is that of cost-effectiveness: With major differences between
decision-making situations, the costs of organizing a participatory process might vary
greatly. Rowe and Frewer mention the importance of considering the appropriateness of a
chosen participation method to the specific situation, and to explore more-efficient
alternatives. This will also increase the credibility of the participation process.

3.4.3 How a method changes participation possibilities
Different methods of public participation are described and discussed by many authors in
different disciplines (for example Lawrence and Deagen 2001 and Abelson 2003).
Rowe and Frewer highlight eight methods of public participation: Referenda; public
hearings; public opinion surveys; negotiated rule making; consensus conferences;
citizens’ juries; citizen advisory committees; and focus groups. These methods have
different features and consequently score differently on the acceptance- and process
criteria mentioned above (Rowe 2000). Differences exist on for example the amount of
participants, the focus on knowledge or stakes, the timeframes used or the intended result.
The list of methods provided by Rowe and Frewer is not exhaustive. What is important to
realize, is that the effectiveness of public participation is dependent on the chosen method
to involve participants. In table 6 you will find a comparison between two different
participation methods. Rowe and Frewer scored these two methods on the process and
acceptance criteria mentioned previously. The comparison clearly shows that the methods
score differently on the different criteria. Where a referendum is for example a potentially
suitable method to achieve a good representativeness of participants, this is more difficult
in a Citizen Advisory Committee.
The choice for a specific method does not only show the characteristics of the specific
method itself. It might also show the intentions of public participation by the one who
decided on a specific method. This makes this a useful list for analysis: The preference
for a specific method will be dependent on someone’s intended participation goal.
Participants will value the importance of specific features differently. This could provide
information on which threats to the achievement of their participation goals are perceived
by participants. In the next chapter, I will present how the social goals by Beierle and the
evaluation criteria by Rowe and Frewer were used to structure my analysis.
Citizen Advisory Committee

Referendum

Representativeness of participants

Moderate to low

High

Independence of true participants

Moderate

High

Early involvement?

Variable but may be high

Variable

Variable but not guaranteed
Influence on final policy
Transparency of process to the public. Variable but often low

High
High

Resource accessibility

Variable

Low

Task definition

Variable but may be high

High

Structured decision-making

Variable (influence facilitator)

Low

Cost-effectiveness

Variable

Variable/low

Table 6: Evaluation of a Citizen Advisory Committee and a Focus Group on acceptanceand process criteria by Rowe and Frewer

4. Methods and Case Description
The previous chapter has shown what public participation could mean and gave an
overview of the different social goals that are ascribed to public participation. Besides
that, it showed a framework of important factors that influence the effectiveness of a
public participation process. Besides that, it showed how the choice for a certain
participation method decides on its effectiveness. What defines effectiveness, in turn,
depends on the social goal which is foreseen. In this chapter I will explain which method
I used in obtaining information on participant perceptions, my argumentation for this
method, and how I used my theoretical framework to analyse my data. Moreover, I will
present the selected case in more detail.

4.1 Rationale: Social science, narratives, case-studies and
discourses.
Since most actors involved in public participation do not have the possibility to analyze
public participation processes in the detailed way Rowe, Frewer and Beierle have done,
they will probably construct different perceptions on what a good participative process
entails. These perceptions are not necessarily steady, but are tested and changed over
time. This fluidity poses a major challenge to social research. Social research has been
criticized of having the tendency to study social processes in ways that resemble the
study of natural science. The main problem with this assumption is that human beings are
often treated as “dead objects”, which would follow rational and steady behaviour.
However, humans are self-reflective and continuously learning and reflect on their own
behaviour and thoughts (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Giddens (1987) adds another challenge to
social research. He splits human self-reflection into what he calls “double-hermeneutics”.
The first part is the self-interpretation of the people which are studied, and secondly also
the researcher’s own self-interpretations, which also continuously test and sometimes
alter the researchers’ perception. Besides that, human beings often exploit irrational
behaviour, for a multitude of reasons. In this way, much social science failed in
explaining and predicting social behaviour.
The answer to handle this dilemma, according to Flyvbjerg, is to focus on people’s
deliberations on values and power when practising social science. According to
Flyvbjerg, the best way to accomplish sound social science is to make extensive, in-depth
descriptions of social processes. This is what he calls narratives. The starting point is to
pose three value-oriented questions. These are the three classical value-rational questions,
following Aristotle. Besides, Flyvbjerg adds a fourth question to ensure that social study
deals adequately with issues of power. Flyvbjerg argues that power defines reality and
defines the context of rationality. When normative answers are given to the value-rational
questions, it is essential to investigate how power defines the context of the phenomena
which take place (Flyvbjerg, 1998). The four questions are as follows:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Where are we going?
Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power?
Is this desirable?
What should be done?

To Flyvbjerg (2006), the most valuable way to find answers to these questions is through
case study research, because they provide researchers with a detailed picture of a close to
real situation. His two main arguments for this are that case studies provide researchers
with a nuanced view of reality that includes the notion that human behaviour does not
follow fixed rules, which is different from the notion that is often found in social theory.
The second argument is that case studies are essential to the researchers’ own learning
process, since experience with context-dependent situations increases the researchers’
skills that are needed to do good research. Moreover, he states that social science has not
produced any context-independent theory yet, and that case studies are consequently the
best alternative we have to study human behaviour.
Case study research seemed to be the relevant method in light of my research objectives.
However, the second question posed by Flyvbjerg caused problems: To judge who wins
and who loses in contestations over public participation is not always a very overt fact,
and is very dependent on personal perception of participants. An even more difficult task
is to identify ‘mechanisms of power’, since power is everywhere and is often exercised
without being noticed as such. To observe these mechanisms, one should ideally observe
a participation process when it happens, since many actions could be mechanisms of
power and many are not recorded in any way. However, in my case, the participation
process I wanted to study had taken place more than a year before. Consequently, I
decided to ask participants to answer the value-rational questions mentioned above,
except for the second one. To find answers to this question, I chose to expand my
analysis with discourse analysis.
Hajer defines a discourse as: “A specific ensemble of ideas, concepts and categorizations
that are produced, reproduced and transformed in a particular set of practices and
through which meaning is given to physical and social realities.” (Hajer, 1995). Hajer
operationalizes this discourse analysis with storylines and discourse-coalitions. Storylines
are defined as: A generative sort of narrative that allows actors to draw upon various
discursive categories to give meaning to specific physical or social phenomena.
Discourse-coalitions are defined as: “The ensemble of 1) a set of storylines; 2) the actors
who utter these story-lines; and 3) the practices in which this discursive activity is
based.” (Hajer, 1995). Storylines reduce discursive complexity and create possibilities for
problem closure. Moreover, they give permanence to debates once they get more
accepted. Lastly, storylines are used to connect different discourses and to fit them into a
bigger picture. Hajer calls them “the discursive cement that keeps discourse coalitions
together” (Hajer 1995). Although Flyvbjerg argues that practice should be placed above
discourse (Flyvbjerg, 2001), discourse analysis as described above was in my view a
valuable extension to my method because it offered a more practical method to

investigate how benefits and losses were explained: The identification of storylines
shows the relations people make between the perceptions of others and between different
perceptions and practice. Reoccurring story-lines among different actors point to
discourse coalitions. And discourses in turn, shape the future of the process.
To obtain more data for discourse analysis, I interviewed participants of a regional
participation process. In the end of this chapter, I provide more information on these
interviews and the choices I made in designing and conducting them. First, I will give an
outline of the selected case.

4.2

Case selection and description

4.2.1 Selection
Since the objective was to perform a case study on participants perceptions of public
participation, I consulted policy documents and websites to search for an interesting case.
As was described in the previous chapter, many different loci of public participation
existed within the Dutch implementation process. I chose for a regional process with
local stakeholders, because I had a special interest in public participation experiences by
non-professional and local representatives, and because the time-intensity of doing case
study research did not allow me to take a national or European focus. Soon it became
clear that the water boards were responsible for the coordination of these regional
participation efforts. In order to minimize travel time to interviewees, I chose a nearby
water board named Rivierenland, and conducted an explorative interview with its WFD
project coordinator. This interview provided valuable information on many aspects of the
process from the water board's view. After this interview, one of the six sub-districts of
the water board territory, called Betuwe, was chosen. This choice was made after
consulting the water board about the most interesting sub-process to investigate, and after
the analysis of the process reports. The water board provided invitation lists, attendance
lists, minutes of the workshops, the followed participation plan and the report with
detailed information about the sub-district.

4.2.2 Description of Rivierenland
The territory of water board Rivierenland is 2010 km2 in size and is situated in the centre
of the Netherlands. The territory includes 950.0000 inhabitants and extends over three
provinces and 38 municipalities. The water board organization is responsible for the
maintenance of 3992 kilometres of channels and water courses, 1617 floodgates, 194
pumping-stations and 140 kilometres of waterways. Besides, it is responsible for water
purification, which includes maintaining 39 sewage treatment plans, 184 sewage
pumping stations and a 538 kilometres long transport sewer system. The organization
counts over 700 employees and has a yearly budget of over 140 million euro (WSRL,
2008).
In light of the WFD, the water board Rivierenland is part of the Rhine-West river basin
district. Like the seven other water boards of this district, its results of the regional
processes must be reported to the Regional Governmental Meeting of Rhine-West. In
figures 4 and 5, the position of the Rhine-West district within the Netherlands, and the
position of the eight water boards within the Rhine-West district can be found.

4.2.3 The General Investigation
In autumn 2005 the water board Rivierenland started implementing the WFD. All water
boards had to deliver a general overview of the expected main tasks, potential measures,
and expected costs in their territory. This information would be the core of the December
Memorandum to inform parliament in December 2006 (V&W 2006b). In order to provide
this overview, Rivierenland organized the so-called 'General Investigation9'.

Figure 4: A map showing the four different
River Basin Districts in The Netherlands.
The Rhine River Basin District is subdivided
into four sub-districts.

Figure 5: A map of the Rhine-West River
Basin District, which shows the
administrative boundaries of the different
Water Boards within its borders. Water
Board Rivierenland is situated on its
south-eastern border.

To receive external input, the water board firstly organised three informative meetings for
a broad audience about the general characteristics of the WFD. Secondly, a project group
consisting of all four water partners10 was established. The reason for the establishment
of this group was that the water board wished to create a territory-based opinion

9 In dutch: Globale Verkenning
10 Water partners are all the governmental agencies involved with water management in the region, in this
case the water board, municipalities, provinces and the regional offices of DPW.

supported by all the responsible agencies within its border. This project group met seven
times.

Thirdly, a sounding board was established, in which NGO's like agriculturalenvironmental- and recreation organizations were invited to express their opinion on the
current situation and on useful measures in the Rivierenland territory. This sounding
board met two times. In one of the sounding board meetings, a WFD simulation game
was played. This game was developed by a Dutch foundation11 and was meant to give
local actors the possibility to simulate the coming WFD process and to show EU
expectations concerning local WFD outcomes (Reinwater 2008n Water Spel”,
Rivierenland 2007 participatielogboek).
In February 2006, Rivierenland organized a workshop with municipal civil servants to
discuss potential measures for water quality improvements. This included a comparison
between the already planned measures and the WFD requirements, in order to gain
insight in the expected effort. In June 2006 the General Investigation was completed. A
newsletter (WSRL 2006b) was published to inform non-participating municipalities
about the progress made, and to present a preview on future activities. The main event in
the short term was a series of three network-meetings for municipal and provincial
politicians in September 2006. The goal of these meetings was to inform political
decision makers about WFD requirements and to consult them on the plans their civil
servants had developed to meet these requirements.

4.2.4 The Comprehensive Development
September 2006 also marked the start of the logical successor of the General
Investigation: the Comprehensive Development12 (CD). This outcome of this process
would be used as input for the Rhine-West sub-River Basin Management Plan (SRBMP).
The General Investigation covered the entire territory of Water Board Rivierenland. In
the Comprehensive Development this territory was divided into seven sub-territories (see:
figure 7). This division was made because the water board would like to obtain more
concrete measures based on specific situations. The division in seven sub-territories was
previously used successfully in another water management project13, and was based on
the borders of old Water Board districts, before they were merged into Rivierenland.
Next to the division in sub-RBMP's, the structure of meetings was duplicated as well. In
every sub-territory, four meetings were organized. The first and the last meeting were
intended for local politicians, and were informative in character. The second and third
meeting were organized for civil servants and NGO's, and were more deliberative in
character. These deliberations are the primary object of this research project.

11 This foundation, called 'Reinwater', was founded in 1974 with the objective to improve the Dutch water
qualiy, which was at its all-time low by then. Especially the water of the river Rhine was highly
polluted. The name Reinwater comes from the dutch words 'Rijnwater', which means 'water from the
river Rhine', and 'rein' which means 'clean'.
12 In Dutch: Gedetailleerde Uitwerking
13 This was a participation project in light of the Dutch national water quantity act called 'Waterbeheer 21e
Eeuw' which means Water Management 21st century.

Figure 6: Territory of the water board Rivierenland, which shows the seven subterritories used during the WFD process. The dark lines show the municipal borders
(WSRL, 2007)
Between November 2006 and October 2007, the water board organized a total of 25
workshops in the seven sub-territories. The projects were planned stepwise in time. The
first of the seven projects was a pilot. In this sub-territory, three meetings instead of two
were organized. One of the seven sub-territories was relatively small and was merged
with the adjacent one. Civil servants and a diversity of NGO representatives were invited
to the workshops. The civil servants represented mostly municipalities but also the
provinces and in some cases Rijkswaterstaat as well. During the first workshops, the
water board presented to the participants the results of the General Investigation, which
roughly described the state of the current water quality, the current measures that were
already taken and the result of these measures, and the extra effort that was demanded by
the WFD. Besides, the water board presented a full set of measures which would achieve
all WFD requirements before 2015.

The participants were asked to discuss in groups about the presented measures. The
questions asked by the water board to evaluate these measures were as follows:
1. Do you consider the measure to be useful?
2. Do you consider the scale of the measure socially acceptable?
3. Do you see possibilities or threats to other functions like nature, agriculture or
housing?
4. Does the measure contribute to different (policy) goals or not?
5. Do you consider the measure to be sustainable or not?
6. Does the measure contribute to the quality of life in the area?
7. Do you see other minus or plus points?
The output of this group work was used by the water board to construct a new set of
measures, which would be more realistic and in line with the viewpoints of all the
participants. This set of measures was presented during the second workshop. The focus
of the second workshop was to evaluate the affordability of the selected measures. The
result of this workshop was then presented in the second meeting organized for local
politicians. The outcomes of this last political meeting produced the basis for the subterritory management plans which were written by the water board and sent to all
participants. In November 2007 two meetings were organized to present the combined
outcomes of the seven sub-territory management plans to all participants. In December
2007, a symposium was organized for all local and regional politicians to allow feedback
on the regional process, and to make agreements for the tuning of municipal and
provincial water policy on the one hand, and of the sub-RBMP of Rhine-West on the
other. This symposium marked the end of the Comprehensive Development phase.

4.2.5 Betuwe and Groesbeek/Ooijpolder sub-territory
The two workshops of the Betuwe sub-territory took place on the 19th of April and the
19th of June, but during afternoons. Because of its relatively small size, the sub-territory
of Groesbeek/Ooijpolder which is situated on the south-eastern border of the Betuwe,
was merged with the Betuwe sub-territory. In total, forty civil servants and NGO
representatives were invited. They represented many different backgrounds: Ten different
municipalities; one province; six different agricultural districts, two unions, three nature
management organizations, one drinking water company; Rijkswaterstaat; the Chamber
of Commerce; the Dutch National Angling federation; two agricultural nature
management organizations and four environmental interest organizations. In total, 32 of
them participated in one or two workshops. The process was facilitated by three people of
the water board. Besides them, employees of the water board passively attended the
workshops and delivered additional information if necessary14.

14 Six employees were attending during the first workshop and four attended during the second workshop.

4.3 Practical use of methods
4.3.1 Interviews
On the basis of the described theory, I designed a semi-structured interview. Generally,
respondents were asked to introduce themselves and to shortly outline previous
experience with participative processes, water quality issues and the water board. Besides
that, the respondents were asked to describe the participative process as they had
experienced it. Lastly, interviewees were asked about issues they would have dealt
differently with if they had been responsible for the process organization. Besides that, I
asked them about their expectations of the future. Participants were stimulated to tell their
own story as much as possible. However the interview structure was used as a checklist.
To ensure comparability between the answers, I brought some unmentioned themes up
myself. Questions were kept as open and neutral as possible, but more specific questions
were asked in case more explanation was needed. In order to make comparison between
the different participants more valuable, the content of the questions was kept close to
actual practice. The interviews, which were conducted between the 23rd of June and the
7th of August 2008, were conducted at a location chosen by the interviewee. This location
was in six cases an office without others present. Four interviews were conducted at
interviewees’ kitchen table, and one interview was conducted in a pub. All interviews
were recorded with an Olympus digital voice recorder. All interviewees were asked for
permission to record the interview and all interviewees gave permission to do so. The
shortest interview lasted 31 minutes and the longest one 80 minutes. In the discussion
chapter I will present more reflection on the interview outcomes.

4.3.2 Selection of interviewees
A selection of participants was made from the attendance list. In total, 32 people
(excluding the passive observers from the water board) participated in the workshops.
Because of time constraints, I chose not to interview all participants, but to make a
selection instead. The first selection criterion was attendance during both workshops.
Interviewees that attended both workshops could provide more valuable comments on for
example their view on the followed structure. The second selection criterion was the
representation of different stakes. Eleven organizations were represented in both
workshops, of which only nine participants were present in both workshops. These nine
participants were invited by telephone for an interview. Only one of these participants
was unable to accept the invitation. Because a total sample of eight interviewees was too
small, and this sample did not represent all participating stakes, I invited some
interviewees that attended only one of the two workshops. Out of seven invitations, three
were accepted. After these three interviews, one more interview was conducted with a
representative of an environmental organization. The reason for this choice was the low
environmental representation represented in the sample. This resulted in a total of thirteen
interviews, of which eleven were conducted in a similar way. Two interviews had a
different structure: The first was with the project coordinator and was more explorative in
character. The second was with a respondent who was invited to the process, but had not
been able to attend. This changed the type of questions asked.

4.3.3 Document Analysis
To identify the most important issues that were discussed during the workshops, I studied
the minutes of the workshops and the draft territory-based plan I received from the Water
Board. Besides that, I studied the websites and newsletters of the organisations that were
represented in the process, to obtain information on their usual message and style. This
made me more aware of what had taken place before interviewing participants, and
provided me with some practical examples to ask about.

4.3.4 Interview Analysis
All interview recordings were fully copied out in Microsoft Word and the texts were
analysed and sorted by means of the participation criteria by Rowe and Frewer and the
social goals by Beierle mentioned in the previous chapter. The result of this analysis is
described in the next chapter. Individual overviews of the mentioned criteria were created
as well to make analysis easier. These results were used as the basis of a second analysis,
in which discourse analysis was used to identify story lines within the personal answers
and between the different interviewee's answers. The identified story lines offered the
possibility to formulate different discourses found among the interviewees. The results of
this second analysis are described in chapter 6.

5

Presenting the prevailing story-lines on the
Rivierenland public participation process

In this chapter, I will outline the views of the different interviewees on the Rivierenland
participation process they participated in15. The results are structured and presented point
by point on the basis of the evaluation criteria on effectiveness of public participation by
Rowe and Frewer (paragraphs 5.1-5.9) and on the basis of the potential social goals of
public participation by Beierle (paragraphs 5.10-5.15). The chosen structure provides
more clarity on which specific strengths and weaknesses of participation are brought up
by participants and how they value those features. More interestingly, it also shows the
explanation of participant evaluation: Different story-lines explaining the same process.
This identification of story-lines can be used to identify different discourses on public
participation among the participants.

5.1 Representativeness
Rowe and Frewer (2000) define the criterion of representativeness as follows: “The
public participants should comprise a broadly representative sample of the population of
the affected public.” Eleven out of twelve interviewees mentioned representativeness in
their answers, and it has predominantly been judged positively. Ten out of eleven
interviewees expressed their satisfaction with the composition of the group that attended
the process. However, the explanation for this satisfaction differed between the
respondents. Besides that, the few that mentioned dissatisfaction showed differences in
motivation as well.
One municipal officer mentioned that the WFD participation process by the water board
of Rivierenland had been an example of in his own words 'multi-staged representation'.
He considers this approach as the best available alternative. In his own words:
“I don't think we have missed out on parties. It is a multi-staged representation, at this
abstract sub-river-basin level it is impossible to work otherwise. Our -municipalparticipation processes are also multi-staged. Of course we say: Every citizen has had
the opportunity to join in the thinking, but that in fact is an illusion. You send them a
letter and invite them all and 100 out of 5000 residents show up. And out of those 100, 20
actively participate in working-groups or whatsoever. And that's it, that is multi-staged
representation, and that is of course a drawback of participation. But I mean, it is the
best achievable alternative. That's likewise here, everyone who has something to say
about water, or is involved in water, has been invited as far as I know. Has shown up as
well, because the attendance was generally, in my opinion, pretty good, yes indeed. In
that respect, it has not been the case that every municipality has been present during
every workshop, but overall the attendance was reasonable. And everyone has had the
opportunity, especially because you received the draft report, to deliver his input. And the
question was asked explicitly to co-write on the report, and that has happened, yes.”
15

An overview of all the given quotes and by which interviewees they were made can be found in Annex I.

Not everyone was satisfied about attendance: The representative of the Dutch National
Federation of Anglers stated that “municipalities were really absent.” He had doubts
about the exact reason for this absence, and guessed that invited municipalities “might
have had nothing to tell the others.” Surprisingly, a representative of the DirectorateGeneral for Public Works and Water Management (DPW) in turn noticed the absence of
the sporting fisheries organization during the workshops, although this organization was
represented on both occasions. This can be explained by the fact that only the regional
representative of the Federation of Anglers was invited. To the other area-based
processes the DPW representative attended, all local representatives of the Federation of
Anglers had been invited. This resulted in a larger and probably more visible amount of
angling representatives.
Not all feedback was about the absence of specific groups: All four representatives of the
agricultural sector mentioned the large number of representatives and especially the
differing backgrounds of these representatives. Two of them were surprised by this
variety during the first workshop, and had expected a narrower representation with less
different stakes. However, all four did not value this heterogeneity as insurmountable and
judged the general representativeness positively.
Major negative criticism came from the representative of the Gelderse Milieufederatie
(GMF). This participant was not officially a member of the GMF, but was asked to speak
for the organisation. He had expected a broader set of stakeholders, including nature- and
recreation-organisations. In his opinion, the absence of these organisations influenced the
outcome of the process considerably in a negative way, since hardly any attendants
representing nature conservancy stakes in the area attended the process. In his own
words:
“There were only few nature-people. Exactly, nature and environment … Because I was
in fact the only one. As a consequence I was not really enthused. And if there would have
been more of these people, we might have gotten a little bit further. That slightly
dissatisfied me. Ergo, the farmers were well represented.”
Four respondents mentioned -without being asked- the responsibility of making sure that
all invited organisations are present during workshops. All four of them placed this
responsibility for attendance purely at the participants' side. This attitude is well
expressed in the quote by one of these four respondents:
“But still, you cannot oblige these people to attend the workshops. All you can do is invite
them and shortly point out the importance. But if they don't show up, it's enough.”

5.2 Independence
The acceptance criterion of independence is defined as: “The participation process
should be conducted in an independent, unbiased way.” Besides that, Rowe and Frewer
(2000) state that: “Management of the participation process should be unbiased, such
that managers and facilitators are not independent in actuality, but are seen to be
independent. Likewise, public representatives should be independent of any affiliation to
the sponsoring body.”
The participation process described in this case has been far from independent. The
interdependency between the water board and most participants was comprehensive and
historic. Eleven of the twelve interviewees had contact with the water board on a regular
basis. For ten interviewees, this contact was on a professional basis. One participant
joined a previous participation process. One of the interviewees had been in the Board of
Directors for more than two years. One of the representatives' organizations was paid by
the water board for water management tasks on a regular basis. Most of the attendants
had been consulted on different issues by the water board before. Only the Labour
Unions were invited for the first time, and they were represented by the only two
'inexperienced' participants.
Two respondents mentioned the large number of water board employees attending the
two workshops. Minutes of the workshop show that the group comprised 9 out of 34 for
the first workshop, and 7 out of 23 in the second workshop. The workshop was facilitated
by employees the water board. Considering the criterion of Rowe and Frewer, one could
say that the water board Rivierenland was neither independent in the issue at stake nor
did it seem to put a lot of effort in minimizing the possible threat of this dependence to
the process.
However, not a single respondent mentions the double role of the water board as a
participant and facilitator, let alone any dissatisfaction about the possibility that it might
disturb the quality of the participative process. Apparently, this is not considered to be a
threat to participation by the respondents.

5.3 Early involvement
The early involvement criterion states that: “The public should be involved as early as
possible in the process, as soon as value judgements become salient.” (Rowe & Frewer
2000)
Overall, there was little feedback among interviewees on this issue. As was mentioned in
the case description, the General Investigation started in September 2005 and this also
marked the start of the WFD-process by the water board Rivierenland. A sounding board
was already established during this General Investigation phase in January 2006. This
shows that interested parties were involved in an early state. This might explain for the
low interview feedback on this criterion.

Only one representative of an environmental NGO was disappointed about the agenda
setting, which was different from what he had expected, and also differed from what had
been agreed upon at a national level. The exact reason for this difference was still unclear
to him:
“Besides the absence of real participation in many other districts, there was a second
problem. A couple of themes were of our concern in the WFD. You have a triad: Surface
water systems, ground water systems and the natural- or protected areas. Of these three
topics, nature areas are most important to us. What happened: The water boards, which
were responsible for facilitating an integral process to investigate these three topics,
appeared to be only willing to take care of the system they had direct influence on: The
surface water system. As a consequence, several seepage water problems, nature areas,
etcetera, were not discussed. According to the water boards, this was a Provincial task.
And that was the second problem: Even in districts where a participative area-based
process was organized like in Rivierenland, which was a positive exception, on content
we did not move an inch into the right direction. At least not in our area of concern. …
And who was responsible for the decision that the water board of Rivierenland would
only deal with surface water, instead of what was also stated in the December
Memorandum, with groundwater and nature areas too. And for which reason? I don't
know. ”
Rowe and Frewer mention that public debate should be allowed not just on narrow,
predefined problems, but also on underlying assumptions and agenda setting. In this case,
there has been contact about the agenda setting. However this did not lead to a
satisfactory result for the GMF. According to the GMF, time pressure decreased the
possibility to build a solution, because results had to be delivered by the water boards. In
his opinion the total process started too late, since the WFD came into effect in 2000
while the General Investigation started in 2005. This decreased the possibility to set up a
broad and integrated participative process.

5.4 Influence
This criterion is defined as: “The output of the procedure should have a genuine impact
on policy.” (Rowe & Frewer 2000). Rowe and Frewer identify the lack of impact as one
of the main complaints on public participation. Often participants have the feeling their
presence is only used to legitimize certain decisions or to give an appearance of
consultation, but do not have the feeling they have been really heard and that their input
is used in the final plan. In the interview reactions I found many examples of doubt about
the genuine impact of the process on policy. Different argumentations were given, which
I will mention briefly in the next paragraphs.

5.4.1 Political Support
Four participants doubted if there would be enough support by politicians within the
water board and at municipal level for the participation process' output. Participants
feared that a solid plan was created during the participative process, which afterwards
would receive no or only minor political support, decreasing the influence on the final
plan. This concern was for example expressed by the representative of the Federation of
Anglers:
“I think that what is policy should remain policy, and what is politics should remain
politics, but in that case you should take care that your input into is politics good. In our
case, this was not exactly happening, I think. If we brought something forward on policy
level, the question remained if there would be support on political level as well. That is
probably a slight dilemma.”
Another respondent is more explicit:
“But if you want to create support for water quality, it should turn into politics. And
that's where nobody has spoken about yet. I don't know, I think the water board has been
operating slightly too isolated in this case. Although that might have been very beneficial
for their goals, that they finally advise the minister to enact a law. And I don't know, I
absolutely don't know how the game is played in The Netherlands. During a previous
participation process for another government, I completely bet on the wrong horse. I
joined the Advisory Committee. I should have joined the political opposition! We
shouldn't have been convinced to deliver input in the Advisory Committee. Because it was
no advice! It was a legal obligation to engage the citizen. But there was no single
obligation or indication, that what we brought forward should be followed up or
commented upon. And consequently that didn't happen. They simply followed their own
plan.”
Although the same respondent admits that he believes the facilitation of this process was
sincere and that the water board was a good translator of what had been expressed, he
still had a considerable amount of distrust concerning the follow-up in politics.

5.4.2 Level of Abstraction
Four respondents mentioned the high level of abstraction during the workshops as a
threat to the amount of input that would genuinely be adopted into policy. There was
doubt about to what extent the general outcome of the process would be of high value to
the actual plan, and if it wouldn't have been more valuable to make more specific plans.
One respondent linked the influence criterion to the way the workshops were designed. In
his opinion, there was too little focus on conflicts between the different participants.
Because of this, relatively much time was spent on issues on which all participants could
agree.

“Honestly, I am also wondering if the information that came out of the working groups
actually filtered through to the final plan. I doubt it. I don't think so, I think we have been
working really well that day, but our output did not contribute in any way to policy
making. That is maybe a very negative point of view. But it is the impression I get, when I
look back at what has happened. What is the information that is really taken up by policy
makers to be incorporated into the final plan? I don't know. But I am not very
optimistic.”

5.5 Transparency
“The process should be transparent so that the public can see what is going on and how
decisions are being made.” (Rowe and Frewer 2000)
None of the interviewees explicitly mentioned that the process lacked transparency. This
can be explained by the fact that in an Advisory Committee the transparency for outsiders
is in principal low, simply because of its structure (Rowe & Frewer 2000). A long time
scale, non-public workshops, iterative communication between involved participants,
participation by invitation only, unspecific tasks and solutions are all features that could
potentially obstruct transparency. However, some reactions show a perceived lack of
transparency. Not by outsiders of the process, but by insiders. One interviewee mentions
the uncertainty about the follow up of decisions made in the workshop.
“The attitude of the water board is to be receptive to input. Sometimes it's the question
how they will use it. But they are open minded. If they don't use it, you often have to find
it out yourself. We encountered situations in which we arrived at the waterside to have an
angling match, and we were not able to take a seat because the entire bank was dug off.
In these cases you think: This is not the way it is supposed to work. It happens too.”

5.6 Resource Accessibility
“Public participants should have access to the appropriate resources to enable them to
successfully fulfil their brief.” (Rowe & Frewer 2000). Rowe and Frewer make a
distinction between four types of resources that could restrain the quality of participative
processes: information-, human-, material- and time resources. They will be dealt with
separately in the following section.

5.6.1 Information Resources
The water board delivered an introductory presentation in the first workshop to explain
the outcome of the General Investigation and to give a general overview of the WFD.
One agricultural representative told that this presentation was more informative than the
professional literature that had previously informed him about the WFD. This
introductory presentation might have contributed to a more equal level of knowledge
between the different participants. Besides that, different policy officers of the water
board attended the workshops as observers, and gave background information if
necessary.

Only three interviewees were not familiar with the WFD before the start of the process.
This group had a different reaction towards information resources: One mentioned the
necessity to put a lot of time and effort in studying background reports and websites in
order to catch up. The second still did not exactly know what the WFD was exactly
about, because of his perceived minor role in the process and his decision not to put time
and effort in filling this knowledge gap. A third participant was surprised that the water
board did not present more concrete information on which decisions could be based. He
related this to the different knowledge fields and levels of the different participants, and
to the resulting abstraction level in the workshops. In his own words:
“I think the organization went well. Decent questionnaires and very systematic. And that
those present were honestly participating. But that's all. Besides that, little depth,
because the participants represented very different disciplines. Expertise and figures,
statistics etcetera were missing. Hence, in fact you didn't know what you were talking
about.
...Coming up with sound measures was not a problem at all. The problem was where
those heavy metals were coming from. Or the phosphates. And that's when I asked for
figures. I asked: Where does this copper come from? And do you tell us that this is a
problem? And zinc. I would like to believe it is true, but where are those figures? I mean,
how severe is it?”

5.6.2 Human Resources
The above mentioned quote also represents an opinion on the human resources available
to the different participants. To this respondent, the different fields of expertise decreased
the quality of the process significantly. Although most interviewees mentioned the
differences in background knowledge between participants, it was usually not seen as a
threat but rather as a given fact or even an opportunity for learning. Only one other
respondent judged this criterion negatively too, criticizing the small amount of
participants who were able to work at the demanded level of abstraction:
“Well it is, especially this subject, very difficult to make things concrete. You see this
happening throughout the process. Everyone is looking for the tangible. … That does not
stimulate the interaction between the participants. In this case you need people who are
good at abstract thinking. I don't believe there are many out there.”

5.6.3 Material Resources
An introductory presentation of the participation process took place at the head office of
water board Rivierenland. The two workshops with the Advisory Committee took place
on ‘neutral’ and centrally located venues. One respondent recalled the meeting rooms as
having a “relaxed atmosphere” and “offering enough space”. The other interviewees did
not mention material resources.

5.6.4 Time Resources
Nine out of eleven interviewees mentioned this criterion; making it he most cited part of
the resource criterion. Especially by municipalities and nature organizations, time
resources were perceived as problematic. Especially small-sized municipalities did not
employ a specialized civil servant on water management, or this task was among others,
like sewerage and soil issues. According to two municipal officers, some of their
colleagues simply lacked time to attend the workshops.
This point of view was countered by a third municipal officer, who stressed the efficiency
of a workshop to get involved in an issue rapidly, compared to delivering written input on
draft documents. The latter was in his view placed a similar or even higher burden on
time resources. However, the municipalities with small time resources would not have
participated in written participation either. Out of ten invited municipalities, ten attended
the process, but only four were represented in both workshops. Out of these for, one
municipality was represented by two different people. Only three municipal officers
attended both workshops. Nine municipal officers attended the first workshop, compared
to four in the second workshop. A reaction on this relatively low attendance by one of the
municipal employees showed the attitude of many municipalities: Many seemed to
perceive the WFD more as another obligatory item on their desk than as an opportunity to
link it with their own policy:
“Well, at the moment in which the water board is doing most of the job by itself, my
attitude towards argumentation is: It's fine with me. While at the moment they start
asking a high input from municipalities in the implementation: Let them show us with
complete certainty that it is absolutely necessary. In that respect it is easier to accept the
way things worked out this time. No, I have spent too little time in the process to
investigate the argumentation, and for as far as I can remember, I thought it all had a
high level of assumption. At the moment that would have led to high municipal
investments, I probably would not have easily agreed on it.”
The same interviewee related this attitude to the vision his municipality has on water:
“If, as a municipality, you have more of a broader vision on water, it automatically starts
to live. In that case you will search for the options to aim for this vision. It could offer
you secondary financing. But water is in this municipality: It falls from the sky, waters
the fields, flows to the channel, and has to be drained. Period. … Water is not seen as a
chance. And I think that makes a big difference. At the moment you have this perception
you will automatically take a more active role. This role will in our case probably be
taken in the implementation phase when measures are becoming more specific.”
Two participants addressed that they were dissatisfied by the attitude of the
municipalities. One participant described the attitude of some civil servants as follows:
“It is not like the municipalities are putting their back into it. To make it more beautiful
or better. A kind of fatigue by the civil servant, who is obliged to participate in the next
project. There were enthusiastic people as well, who really wanted to talk about their
area.”

Secondly, nature organisations were also considered to have difficulties finding enough
time and manpower to attend the workshops. This view is both held by themselves as by
representatives of municipalities, as is shown in the following quote:
“Look, the problem with these organisations, and this is most severe for the GMF: How
many people do they employ? Around ten, maybe. And (the province of) Gelderland is
very large. It contains about a hundred municipalities. But it contains only one GMF with
only one expert, who is expected to attend all those area-based processes. It's not hard to
imagine this is simply impossible. And that they (GMF) do not possess nor receive the
resources, financially, to be able to bring forward two-three-four members. And even if
they would be able to, these new members will lack all local knowledge.”
Another municipality employee repeated the same argument and added another
explanation for the low attendance by environmental NGO's:
“Firstly, I think this is partially caused by capacity, because they are in fact voluntary
organisations. Secondly: The topic of priority nature areas has been brought forward by
the water board and the province. … Maybe the green organizations had the feeling that
the 'natural stake' had been sufficiently taken care of by the water board and the
province. That's what I think.”
This is quite different from the opinion of the GMF representative, who acknowledged
the capacity problem, but had a completely different view on the way the water board
dealt with the topic of nature areas (See the previous paragraph 5.5 on transparency).

5.7 Task definition
“The nature and scope of the participation task should be clearly defined.”
(Rowe & Frewer 2000)
This is a comprehensive criterion, since it basically evaluates what exact output should be
strived for, and how this output is produced. The first thing which needs to be mentioned
is that for the water board itself, the task definition was unclear in the first place. For
example about public participation methods, the choice was made for a familiar
procedure, and the guidance document on public participation produced by the EU was
not consulted. Uncertainty also existed on the expected output, which was expressed by
the project coordinator:
“A disadvantage is the bad guidance on the process in advance: What exactly do you
need to deliver? We have been more or less left to fend for ourselves by the Ministry of
Transport, Public Works and Water Management, and now we are forced to harmonize
afterwards. I think we could have discussed many things in advance to obtain a similar
approach to the issue. And I must say, they probably didn't know at the Ministry what the
WFD exactly was supposed to mean either. And what you have seen is that everyone went

his own way, and has to get in line again. … You can always start with creating formats
to show: This is what the WFD obliges concerning output, in these units and in this
terminology. Make sure you work towards this kind of output in your regional process, in
a way it leads to results.”
Among participants, two types of reactions could be distinguished. Firstly, a part of the
participants was satisfied with the task definition. The water board presented its plans, the
participants were able to give comments, and the water board tried to include these
comments in the draft version of the final report. Generally, this view was held by the
“old parties”: municipalities, agriculture and the water board. This view is shown in the
following quote:
“You shouldn't invite those people too often in your office I think. Of course, it is
important to inform them what you are planning to do, and that was the first workshop in
Rivierenland. And after that, to ask the people: Well, what do you think of it, and do you
have other ideas? And in the second workshop: Okay, this is what we made of your input.
What do you think of it? To me that seems to be a logical choice. The final result of
course still needs to be communicated, but by then there will be another trajectory on
which one can react.”
Secondly, a group of participants was of opinion that the process could have generated
more valuable output if, during the process, more attention had been given to conflicting
points of opinion or interest between the different participants, and solutions for these
points would have been sought. This idea was expressed by one of the participants in the
following way:
“Anyway, I would have provoked more reactions from stakeholder-organizations on
beforehand. At least, on a more individual basis. To outline the stakes more specifically.
Consequently I do believe a plenary meeting could be of importance, but with a focus on
conflicts. Because finally this report is subject to participation again, hence finally all the
details and less conflicting topics will surface anyway. And my opinion is primarily that
the most controversial topics should be discussed most elaborately. With the objective to
either reach a compromise or to come up with a creative solution. In that way, these
plenary meetings with different stakeholder-organizations can be used most efficiently in
these topics. You will focus more and I think this will generate more information than
putting forward the complete story. For this reason: More preparation. But still, I
definitely believe these workshops are useful, but more concentrated. Condensed. Do not
discuss the whole story with the whole group. That's how I would do it, I guess.”
These two visions can be related to the three main public participation tasks in the WFD:
Information, consultation and active involvement. While the first group of interviewees
has expectations towards a single round of consultation, the second group would like to
see more active involvement.

5.8 Structured Decision-making
The participation exercise should use/provide appropriate mechanisms for structuring
and displaying the decision-making process. (Rowe & Frewer 2000)
Rowe and Frewer present three ways in which these mechanism could increase the
quality of a participatory exercise. Firstly, it would offer participants and non-participants
the possibility to examine the underlying reasons behind a decision. Secondly, also the
extent to which a decision was supported could be shown. Thirdly, it would help to
organize the process. This could positively influence the transparency and efficiency of
the process. (Rowe & Frewer 2000)
Rowe and Frewer mention several decision aiding tools, in other words, procedures that
structure the decision-making process. Especially in group processes these tools would
seem effective, since these processes often function suboptimal or inefficiently due to
many different social dynamics, like for example dominant behaviour or the premature
closure of arguments. An example of these tools is the Delphi technique, in which
carefully selected participants individually express and motivate their opinion on a
chosen topic. The results are compiled and presented by an independent facilitator, after
which a new round starts. Gradually, the group moves towards a common answer in a
structured way. After a fixed amount of rounds, a joint vision is produced (Linstone &
Turoff 2002). The potential positive role of a facilitator or an external decision analyst in
proactive or reactive structuring of a process is also mentioned explicitly (Rowe &
Frewer 2000).
The first choice in structuring the decision-making process was the choice of the water
board Rivierenland to divide their administrative area into seven sub-areas in which
specific processes were started. The main argument was that the total area would be too
diverse to have a workable process. The seven sub-areas represent seven different watersystems. Several other water boards chose to invite public organizations on the basis of
their total administrative area. One of the interviewees attended several meetings of other
water boards, and gave the following remarks:
“And consequently, it (Rivierenland) still stands out positively compared to, at least for
me, the two or three other water boards in Gelderland. Because water board Rijn &
IJssel in the eastern district, dealt with their total administrative area at once, which is
enormous in size, and the process necessarily got stuck at a very high level of
abstraction. … There was no zooming in on the little stream behind your house, like:
How to deal with that stream?... The process was at such an abstract level that these
items were not discussable anymore. Except for a few people who are used to talk at this
level of abstraction. For that reason, they organized a second as well as a third
workshop. And still the result was unconvincing. A couple of die-hards continued to
participate on that level. But it never related to any specific area. It was never meant to
do so.”
Another interviewee attended the same process and explained:

“The typical thing with Rijn & IJssel, was that there was only one room where
presentations were given, on which we could react. For that reason it was not very
interactive. With a small group like in Rivierenland, we had much more interaction and
much more depth into the topic itself. It is a better way to express your stakes. I think the
bigger the group, the more difficult it gets to have an opportunity of speech, that they
want to cut it off. That was less satisfactory.”
However, as was shown in the previous paragraph, similar remarks about the high level
of abstraction and the low level of interaction were given about the process of
Rivierenland.
According to an implementation guideline published by the Ministry of Transport Public
Works and Water Management, titled Pragmatic Implementation, the focus in the
development of river basin management plans should be on measures (V&W 2004). The
water board of Rivierenland also committed itself to this approach, and developed a set of
potential measures during the General Investigation. In the first workshop the water
board put the initiative at the participant's side and asked for their opinion on the
feasibility of the different measures to improve the water quality in the area. The water
board coordinator described the result after this request as “an absolute silence”. The
respondents did not expect to be the first to deliver input, but expected the water board to
come up with a proposal on which could be commented. In the second workshop a
selection of measures was indeed brought forward by the water board. On the basis of
this set of measures, a discussion on the affordability of the different measures was held.
This shift in approach was also noticed by some of the participants:
“I think the water board is in a dilemma in building the structure. Because on the one
hand they are expected to present a proposal, but on the other hand, at the moment they
say: 'This is how we are planning to do it, what do you think of it?', they have crossed a
line as well. I believe they have dealt with this issue quite well. However, in the first
workshop they didn't have the proposal yet, and in the second workshop they presented it
pretty well in my view. In this way it appears less threatening. It is more like: Allright, we
know it's coming. Show us your vision, and we'll discuss about it. But if, during the first
workshop, we are asked to show OUR vision, and nothing is coming, this is a kind of
permit for the water board to develop a proposal and present their own ideas on paper.
And consult the others afterwards. Well, it doesn't make the first workshop very pleasant.
Because you go home with the feeling: What did I contribute here? But it is a very good
way to get the commitment of participants.”
The water board, in a joint effort with the Regional Administrative Meeting, indeed spent
a lot of effort in trying to find an approach which would find a right balance between
forced structure and free input. Originally, the plan was to organise three workshops, and
to have a more elaborate process, in which participants could discuss more freely about
specific water bodies. However, during the first of seven processes, two undesired effects
occurred which caused the water board to alter the structure of process. Firstly, the real
output of the process was too detailed compared to the desired output which could be
useful to the river basin management plan. Secondly, the different participants were not

capable of handling this level of detail for the total area, but were limited in their
knowledge about local situations. These effects were expressed by one of the
interviewees, who was involved in the process development phase:
“We had organized the pilot in a way which was so much into-depth that it surfaced
issues that were useless due to their high level of detail. You simply can't process them
into your listings. On the basis of this pilot has been decided: In the next process we can
already address certain issues. Because we already know the main lines. … And it just
appeared to work during the second process. People decreasingly lost themselves into
details. Because one of the difficult things is: The assumption was that everybody knows
the area very well, which is a false assumption. Many stakeholders only know their own
circle and are unable to participate on the entire sub-river basin area. Therefore, if you
would zoom in on this small circle, you simply generate too little useful output. And
afterwards it shows that this zooming is not necessary. You have to stay on a slightly
more abstract level, because the entire WFD remains on an abstract level. But you
should take the right measures; hence the real bottlenecks should be identified.”
During the first workshop in the Betuwe process, the water board used a list of water
quality improvement measures which was gone through with the participant measure by
measure. For each specific measure, participants could indicate whether they were of the
opinion that it would be suitable to increase water quality in the different water bodies.
Their opinion could be expressed by placing a coloured sticker on a poster. The colour of
the sticker showed the value given to the specific measure. Three interviewees mentioned
this approach specifically. There appears to be lack of clarity about the purpose of the
approach. Two interviewees, however, were satisfied with the outcome:
“At a certain moment stickers were pasted, and that did not always run very smoothly in
my view. Neither was it absolutely clear at all moments what exactly was its purpose.
Yes, I think finally it all went quite well. But in the interactive session some parts were
unclear. And only at a later stage during the process it actually became clear what its
real purpose was. “
“I remember a kind of sticker-activity. To see where of most the yellow and green stickers
were located. Well, at that moment I did not see the added value of this activity, because
the discussion at that moment had already moved to the point: Well, everything the water
board can carry out itself, please do so. And where you need more partners: These
remain difficult tasks. And we are not very enthusiastic in doing them. At that point I did
not have the impression they would listen very carefully. But they actually did in my
opinion. ...Yes, our input has been included, but at that very moment it was anything but a
consensus situation. At that moment I had the impression that: The water board decides,
after consulting the different parties. And still I really think it went this way. But the
consultation part, they have dealt with that very well in my opinion.”
One interviewee doubted about the usefulness of this approach because of its perceived
superficiality and the absence of argumentation for the choices made:

“Well, that was the beautiful detachment of it: As soon as you had filled in A B or C, or
had come forward to paste a red, green or yellow sticker, it was over with. 'I see a cloud
of stickers which are all pro's, and here I see a cloud of stickers which are all con's. Does
anyone have any remarks on it? Who wishes to express something about it?' And that was
all. It was just a broad assessment of opinions, and generally this didn't lead to any
extremities. Of course that is always the case when you have a normal distribution. In
that case most of the answers are in the middle, and you have a few extremes.”
During the second workshop, the water board presented a proposal on how to improve
the water quality in the area, which included the input of the first workshop. This
resembled a more realistic programme than the full set of measures which was presented
in the first workshop.
“At a certain moment there was one group existing only of municipal officers and one
group existing of agriculture, fisheries, and certain other parties. And that was quite
practical. Because you were discussing those topics that really mattered to you and the
other topics were to be discussed by the other table. I think they had made a good choice
by separating them. You could really use your time. Sometimes you attend these
workshops thinking: What am I doing here? That was not the case in this workshop.”
“The organisation was in my view quite good. As far as I can see there were two or three
employees of the water board to guide the workshop, with the help of other people from
the water board to deliver support on content. I think this guidance was working very
well. This means: A lot of space for comments and questions, a clearly built structure
and purpose. I believe the water board managed quite well.”
Only one interviewee was of another opinion about the group work, and criticises one of
the things Rowe and Frewer mention as well, the premature closure of arguments:
“The problem with these groups is: If you would like to identify positive and negative
viewpoints, in my view this will work optimally by looking through the eyes of different
stakeholders. And subsequently a trade-off should be made. If you already try to make
this trade-off in a mixed group, well, you will come up with some watered down result,
because in principal: This group with diverging stakes basically won't agree on several
things, because their stakes are simply too opposed. And if such a group has to come up
with a final conclusion, this conclusion will probably be a watered-down version of what
has been discussed in the group. Because in fact, there will only be little real agreement.
At least, I believe that is what happened in my group.
He adds:
…What I remember is: You have been put together with small group and you have to
discuss and present something with each other. This, strangely, always gives a certain
group feeling, like: We have to achieve something together in a minute. This group
feeling certainly makes you open-minded to the input of others. That was working all
right I think. At the same time, this group feeling caused you to avoid dealing with

contradictions. Because, you are member of the group and soon you will have to present
something together. The contradictions which may be present in a group are not
deliberated about, and this affects such a process negatively since your goal is to obtain
a clear picture of the different viewpoints. Concerning participants in the groups: Very
friendly. But maybe a bit too friendly towards each other. Yes, that is what happened in
my opinion.”
It appears that the decision-making during the workshops was definitely structured.
However, some participants are of the opinion that decisions were not sufficiently
deliberated about as a consequence of the chosen structure. Hence, for them, underlying
reasons and amount of support were not sufficiently made clear in the workshop. This
shows that well intended attempts to increase the clarity of decision-making, might
indeed decrease the quality of the decisions made. Interestingly, only a small part of the
participants mention this mechanism.

5.9 Cost-effectiveness
The procedure should in some sense be cost-effective. (Rowe en Frewer 2000)
Although this criterion is mostly of interest to the sponsor, and it is difficult to value
when the policy process is still running, some participant also made reflections on it. The
reactions given by participants will be dealt with in the next section, where more
attention is given to this aspect of public participation. A more reflective view on this
issue will be given in the discussion.

5.10 From Evaluation Criteria to Social Goals
What the previous paragraphs show is that differences exist between the criteria that are
brought up by participants. While the cost-effectiveness and independence are hardly
mentioned as important features to the participation process, structured decision making
and resource accessibility receive a lot of attention. Besides that, some criteria are scored
negative by some participants and positive by other. An example of this is
representativeness, about which some participants are very pleased while others are
disappointed. Moreover, some criteria are scored negatively, but with different
explanations. For example of this is resource accessibility. However, the answers do not
always provide information on why certain features of the process as threats or benefits of
the process. To obtain more clarity on this issue I also structured my interview results on
the basis of statements about the social goals of public participation. The result of this
analysis is presented in the second part of this chapter.

5.11 Informing and Educating the Public
As was shown in the “resources”-paragraph in the previous chapter, there was only one
interviewee who was of the opinion that he had too little knowledge to make informed
decisions. He did not attribute this to his own background knowledge, but to the lack of
figures presented by the water board. Besides, many other participants mentioned the
difficulty of different knowledge levels within the participating group. For instance the
project coordinator:
“We also did an evaluation of the first pilot to investigate whether the method we used
was effective. We sent out a couple of questions and processed them. And this evaluation
made us think, among other things, like: To mix al these different people: Ms X from the
stakeholder organization, with farmer Y, and add provincial civil servant Z, and you will
end up with a very diverse group with very diverse knowledge levels. When you tried to
discuss, this sometimes failed because a certain party was unable to go into the depth,
like for example a municipality does. And Ms X I just can't follow.”

5.12 Incorporating Public Values, Assumptions, and
Preferences into Decision-making
In general, the Netherlands have a long tradition of value- and stakeholder negotiations,
and the water board is seen as the major historical example in which a pragmatic
solution-oriented institution has evolved out of different parties' need to negotiate.
Notwithstanding historic experience with participation, the specialized water
management governments also bear the risk of establishing an expert bias, as is shown by
Enserink (2005, cited from Enserink 2007):
“...the water sector within the Netherlands is considered to be quite technocratic in
character and pragmatic in its public participation approach. There is an expert bias
within the water boards and especially within the Directorate-General for Public Works
and Water Management. Moreover, the official government policy for implementing the
EU WFD is pragmatic implementation, which, according to the Deputy Minister of
Transport, Public Works, and Water Management, means that very targeted meetings on
specific themes for the relevant organizations involved will be planned (Kamerstukken II
2003– 2004). In practice, this means that organized interest groups will be invited to
comment on the river basin management plans in their respective stages of preparation.”
Although there were some examples in the process where participants introduced new
information and wishes, these are not numerous. One of the most obvious examples was
the Federation of Anglers, who successfully requested fish migratory facilities and
regulated fisheries on the basis of catch quota. Besides that, the Federation asked for
specific fisheries policies on the water board level. The water board promised to realize
this as well in the near future.

What has been shown in the previous chapter is that judgement on this issue differs
between participants. Generally participants are satisfied, but due to the moderate
transparency, most of them are not really sure if their input will end up in final policy.
Besides that, because of the possibility of written participation on the draft version of the
report, participants feel confident in being able to influence the draft version if necessary.
Due to the chosen strategy of the water board, which was more consultative in nature
instead of establishing a plan by means of a joint process with participants, there was
little feedback by the water board on the input by participants. This becomes clear from
the reactions expressed by participants as well (see previous chapter, paragraph on
structured decision-making). The responsibility of checking whether input was included
in the draft version was for the participants themselves. At least one of them did:
“My opinion on the preliminary version of the final report was that it paid too little
attention to the tree cultivation sector. We also addressed this to the water board, that the
we represent an important economical and societal stake, since more than 700 people in
and around Opheusden are employed in the tree cultivation sector. ...we were set aside as
agriculture. There is no specific mentioning of tree cultivation. And when you take a look
at the magnitude we have. We are the largest tree cultivation centre in Europe. In my
opinion it was important that we would get more attention in the report. Also regarding
regulation.”
The purpose of the water board has been to only invite representatives of organizations to
the Area Based Advisory Committee from the start. Interested individuals were welcome,
but not actively invited. Finally, all participants of this process represented a certain
organization. It is not the intention of this report to investigate if parties have been
forgotten, but according to the invitation, this does not seem to be the case. However,
according to the actual attendance, it is clear that agriculture and municipalities have been
represented more broadly than for example environment, recreation and commerce.

5.13 Increasing the Substantive Quality of Decisions
The question in this case is: Are the participants of the opinion that their input was used
to increase the quality of decisions? It is hard to say if the final report would have been
very different from the current version without the participative process. Except for the
fishery policy, participants did not mention any alternative they have introduced. Neither
did they mention the identification of relevant factual information. Most of the input
came from reacting on information brought forward by the water board, and was based
on experience. Two stories were brought up several times by different interviewees. They
deal with the identification of mistakes in each other's assumptions. In one case, this
related to information provided by the water board about a certain farming practice,
which was regarded as an acute threat to the improvement of water quality. However, this
practice had already been banned from agricultural business by means of national
legislation. The other example was that a representative of an environmental organization
misinterpreted the name of a certain fertilizing device and believed its function was
opposite to its real function. Although these examples show mutual learning, they can

hardly be considered earth-shaking insights. Most of the participants were satisfied with
the final output because their efforts in the implementation process appeared to be
minimal or non-existent. Especially among some municipal representatives this was
clearly noticeable. For example by a municipal officer
“It was better than expected. I expected them to aim for a higher level. Hence, it was
better than I had supposed. Well, in the first workshops some issues came up which
would be our responsibility, like toxic-free weeding and a few other things. And at that
moment we have said about a lot of issues: We just don't feel like it. We support them, but
we refuse to commit ourselves to it. We would like to participate, but in our view the most
effective measures are those that the water board can do themselves. Nature friendly
channel banks, among others, usually score positively. And it was a pleasant surprise
that they actually included this in their proposal.”

5.14 Fostering Trust in Institutions
As was mentioned in chapter three, Beierle (1998) makes a distinction between
competence and fiduciary duty. This distinction is made here as well. There are quite a
few remarks by interviewees that mention trust. They focus especially on fiduciary duty.
No remarks were made about the perceived competence of the water board to technically
implement the chosen measures. However, two participants questioned the competence of
the water board in facilitating a successful public participation process:
“I honestly think you should not ask water board employees to manage it, but someone
who knows how to deal with these processes. I don't know how these people are called,
but they just have specific qualities. And you should not instinctively expect that the
water board employees are fully qualified to manage such a process. I would say: If you
really would like to deal with this professionally, you should hire people that are trained
to do this. And I don't think this happened. At least I don't remember anyone present to
specifically manage the process.”
On the fuzzy border between competence and fiduciary duty, one of the participants
remarked the continuous attention which was needed to check whether the water board
was really incorporating the output of the process in the implementation.
“I definitely hope our input will be used. We are still cooperating with a few civil
servants, to support the implementation in a decent way. But it is not an easy task. You
need to call for action non-stop. It's not like things work out fine by themselves. You are
also often behind in time. It is a continuous effort to steer, to constantly show: People,
this is our stake, please watch it.”
Secondly, nature representatives expressed doubts about the intention of the water board
to restore degraded natural areas, since this was not discussed in the process.
Thirdly, several remarks were made between municipal and agricultural representatives
about who should put most effort into the improvement of water quality. While farmers
predominantly mentioned the cleaning up of old sewer overflows and the uncoupling of

rain water from the sewage system as most important measures, municipalities mentioned
the imbalance between their efforts and those of the agricultural sector. The
municipalities based their judgement on figures presented by the water board as a result
of the General Investigation, which showed that agricultural run-off and polluted water
from outside the sub-river-basin were the main barrier for significant improvement of
water quality in the area.
However, confronted with this information, agricultural interviewees replied that national
regulation was already in place, and that this regulation placed a heavy burden on the
management of its business. Apparently, little confidence exists between the two parties
on each other's efforts.
Reactions towards the water board by farmers and the municipalities were more positive.
Especially the multi-stakeholder approach was judged positively. This can be illustrated
by the two reactions below:
“Actually, the procedure has operated bottom-up. Indeed, you start at the stakeholders or
interested parties, and work towards a decision-making institution. And in the past it was
like: ‘The institution decided, these are the measures, they will be implemented in this
way by the water board, and this is the way in which it will involve your company.’ Or
society at large in this case. But now it has been bottom-up. In principal, this should be
supported better. You approve of such a decision more easily than if it would have been
imposed on you“
“The other way around as well. I mean: As farmers, we have pursued the redevelopment
of the sewer overflow fanatically for a long time. I mean, high water quality it is our
stake as well. ... But well, from the other side you notice how many costs are involved
with this, and you gain understanding in their situation too. Because they admire the
same thing, but is should remain affordable. And that's a fact as well. And of course an
extensive period of time is taken. To realise certain things there is no need to finish it
today or tomorrow.“
One of the municipal interviewees was enthusiastic about the communicative spin-off:
“In my view it is absolutely the main advantage of the whole process: The entire new
relationship that has developed between municipalities and the water board and between
municipalities and agriculture organizations. Besides that, the open planning process
that has emerged here: No non-constructive defensiveness. Instead, an open-minded
conversation. That is a benefit beyond words in my opinion. Without, you wouldn't have a
set of measures to start with. You never encounter this advantage in the story-lines. Not
in the river basin management plan, not in the national setting. Since everybody is
watching measures and costs. But the process has been the major benefit. People will
communicate differently from now on.”
An interesting criterion Beierle brings forward to measure trust is the willingness of the
inviting agency to turn over decision-making authority. Since a lot of doubt among
participants was caused by uncertainty on political support by the water board, this is a

relevant question. The credibility of a participative process could be threatened if the
political directorate of the water board discards the outcome of the process, especially
when this decline is not well motivated. However, although several participants
mentioned the uncertainty this brought about, none of them expressed that this would
happen in practice.

5.15 Reducing Conflict among Stakeholders
Before the start of the process, no major conflicts existed between the water board and
participants. Between some participants tensions existed, mainly between agriculture and
municipalities because of the emergency discharge of sewage water into surface water
during periods of high rainfall. Besides, a traditional tension existed between agriculture
and nature organizations because of nature conservation conflicting with intensive ways
of farming.
In the previous paragraph it was mentioned that most interviewees experienced that some
mutual understanding had been created which made people more satisfied with the
current situation. The main explanation for this was that the process provided information
about the problems others face when improving water quality. On the other hand,
interviewees mentioned that they are still not satisfied with the current situation. The
process clearly did not resolve all tensions. And it clearly did not focus on dealing with
existing conflicts either. In that respect, the comment of two of the participants about the
superficiality and avoidance of conflicts seems relevant (see: paragraph on task
definition)
Beierle (1998) mentions several ways to investigate conflict resolution, like mapping the
reduction of political or public oppression, the reduction in litigation and the stability of
the agreements made. These things are difficult judge at this moment of time. However,
one of the statements made by the GMF might be illustrative for the fact that, for nature
organizations, the process of delivering input had not been finished after the participation
process:
“And now everything still has a draft-status, on which soon comments can be given by the
public, and we will certainly give comments on it. For example the Natura2000 areas, in
our viewpoint, and we had this reaffirmed by a legal company, should be restored
hydrologically by 2015. And at this moment, in the draft plans, this is not even close to
being proposed. … There is some discussion within our organization. Some say: There is
no use in taking legal steps again, you should try to participate in the implementation
phase. Well, that is more or less the consequence of our inability to join the participation
process. Resulting in the traditional way of delivering our input afterwards. We have not
been made co-responsible for the River Basin Management Plan.”
Another sign of this dissatisfaction might be the results of the Dutch water board
elections in November 2008, in which a new established party called “Water Natuurlijk”
(Dutch for: Water Naturally) turned out to be the big winner. This was remarkable when
considering that the attendance rate for these elections was only 24% and that

traditionally the majority of the voters comes from the countryside.. The rrepresentative
of the GMF also mentioned that the GMF would put a lot of energy in addressing the
elections among their supporters in order to change the political balance at the water
boards. It seems that the attitude of participants about the relationship and
communication with other stakeholders was predominantly positive. Only one participant
indicated that he would not participate a next time: He was more interested in local
affairs which had a more concrete implementation and which would take less time to
prepare. The other interviewees perceived an added value and were interested in future
follow-up. The project coordinator of the water board had the feeling that the relationship
between participating municipalities and the water board improved because of the
participation process:
“What has been judged positively is that the water board won't tell everyone what to do
now the plan has been finished, since we were already able to talk freely about measures
before. And that everyone was listening, that is judged very positively. I wouldn't say this
has created a rock-solid basis, at least not between us and the municipalities, I mean the
contact never got beyond the workshops and, and some e-mail contact once in a while.
But I think in the attitude of municipalities and civil servants something arose like: All
right, the water board is not an institution that always acts annoyingly, because that is
how we are usually judged. Is has been an interactive process in which we have jointly
searched for the optimal set of measures.”

5.16 Achieving Cost-effectiveness
The main question is whether the chosen public participation method, giving the
achievement of the goals mentioned above, is the most cost-efficient way to reach these
goals, relative to more efficient methods which might have generated the same results
(Beierle 1998). It is difficult oversee the full effect of the method chosen, since the draft
version is subject to written participation at this moment, and the implementation phase
consequently has not even started. However, some issues are interesting to mention here:
Firstly, what is clear is that the dissatisfaction of the nature organizations will lead to
more input at a later stage, which needs to be processed and commented on again.
Secondly, the fact that there was still dissatisfaction between municipalities and
agriculture about who has to take more action after the process is also a sign that the
process could have been more efficient in dealing with this dissatisfaction. However,
none of the interviewees specifically described the process as being cost-inefficient. One
of them reflected on the question whether he would have preferred to have given written
input:
“Well I don't know. You immediately get involved. Reading a report without any
background information. Once you have a clear image of it, before it starts to live, it will
take your more time than having an informative conversation. Besides that, it is quite
constructive for your network. Yes, to simply see some people once in a while, meet
colleagues, etc. Hence, the time-aspect has not been an important issue to me.”

Another interviewee was of the opinion that although a lot of resources were spent, the
new approach had been good investment, mainly because of the communicative spin-off:
“I think we were able to bring the WFD down from a nightmare where some people were
talking about, a ghost, big fears that it brought about, to what it in reality was, and what
is was meant for: Simply to collectively work on the improvement of water quality. It will
simply benefit everyone. And that it now receives public and political support. And that it
enables in that way to continue our work towards a cleaner and more natural
Netherlands. And in that respect this process showed, because it has cost a lot of time,
and a lot of money, that it was worth it after all. Especially because of the communicative
spin-off for the different organizations. Everybody knows each other, everybody knows
what we are doing and wants to cooperate in it.”

6

From story lines to discourses

Words differently arranged have a different meaning, and meanings differently arranged
have a different effect.
- Blaise Pascal In the previous chapter, many different strengths and weaknesses of the public
participation process were presented. Different story lines were used by interviewees to
explain for their given answers. In this chapter, I show if and how these story lines are
coherent, and will use this information to identify three different discourses among
participants. Hajer defines a discourse as: “....an ensemble of ideas, concepts and
categories through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which
is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices.” (Hajer 2005). The
identified story lines provided a way to show how different meanings were given to the
same phenomena. Before I present more detailed information on the analysis, I first
outline the three discourses I found.

6.1 Three Discourses on Public Participation
In the first analysis I presented story-lines, their relations and similar patterns in the
interviewee's answers. In this part of the analysis I identify coherent discourses by
turning this process around: Looking for differences instead of similarities. By
differences I mean conflicting story lines: Conflicts show where differences exist in
participants meaning given to the same process. The different explanations could
demarcate different discourses. Firstly, the three discourses I identified are presented.
Secondly some examples of conflicting story-lines are described. The order of presenting
discourses before the identification of conflicting story lines is chosen to increase
readability, and is opposite to the order I used in my actual analysis.

6.1.1 The proposing pragmatist discourse
This discourse-coalition existed between the organizers of the participation process. This
discourse was used by three of the thirteen interviewees. These three participants were
responsible for the delivery of a realistic final-product, and the terms “feasible and
affordable” were often used to describe their point of departure. This group pursued a
multitude of participation goals, but in the interviews an emphasis was put on informing
and educating the public and on increasing trust in institutions. Their perception of public
participation was relatively broad: Informing, consulting as well as active involvement
were mentioned. However, during the process, several obstacles were encountered that
moved participatory practice more towards informing and consulting, and more away
from active involvement. Of the social goals by Beierle, 'educating and informing the
public', the participants in this case, and 'increasing trust' in the water board were the
most important in this discourse.

On the other hand, 'improving the quality of decisions' and 'reducing conflict' played only
a very minor role. Incorporation of values was mentioned, but this played a less important
role.
Threats were mainly centred on two story lines: A lack in influence outside of the water
board's reach, and resource accessibility of nature organisations and small municipalities.
The lack of influence story line was mainly on the lack of cooperation at the national
level. The dominating example was the incompatibility of the Dutch nitrates directive
with the expectations of the WFD. The lower objectives of the nitrates directive were
seen as a major obstacle to the process, since agricultural representatives referred to these
objectives to show that they already complied with national legislation. Similar remarks
were made about the use of chemicals for private use within municipalities. Without
improved national legislation, dealing with nitrates and chemicals in a public
participation process would make little sense. Lastly, criticism on the lack of influence on
national level was related to the low steering by V&W on how to harmonise different
sub-RBMP's. V&W provided this steering only after Water Board Rivierenland had
already started its process, which made harmonisation afterwards more difficult.
A second threat was seen in the absence of small municipalities and nature organizations.
Resource accessibility (time/manpower) was used as the explanation for this absence.
However, the absence of municipalities was seen as a far greater threat than the absence
of nature organizations. This had mainly to do with the implementation phase, in which
all municipalities were expected to participate. This discourse feared that not all
municipalities were committed to this goal.

6.1.2 The reactive conservative discourse
This discourse was employed by the group of participants that had a longer tradition of
cooperation with the water board and consisted of four agricultural representatives, one
municipal representative, and one regional representative of Rijkswaterstaat.
Social goals of public participation were mainly perceived as: “informing and educating”
and “incorporating public values”. The perception of public participation in this discourse
was rather narrow, and was mainly focussed on informing and consulting, and hardly on
active involvement. Only one of the six participants that employed this discourse
perceived the assembly of different stakeholders as an opportunity for conflict resolution
or for creative solution building. The role of the water board was seen by this group as:
To take its stake into account and balance it with the stakes of others. The workshops
were mainly considered to be an interesting way to obtain information and to meet
colleagues. Satisfaction of the process was mostly explained as a low level of requested
implementation input to reach WFD goals in the area.
As major threats to the process, “representativeness” and “resource accessibility” were
mentioned most often. Representativeness was seen as a threat because of the high
number of non-agricultural participants. Especially the presence of nature organisations,
which were in fact relatively poorly represented compared to agriculture, was seen as a

threat. All agricultural participants mention the large amount of time it takes to get
informed, and that no funding is available to do this next to running their business.
Overall, this group is satisfied with the way the water board organized the process and
about the provisional outcomes.

6.1.3 The demanding idealist discourse
This discourse was found among the participants of environmental NGO's. Three out of
thirteen interviewees joined this discourse: The two representatives of the Gelderse
Milieufederatie (of which only one actually participated) and the representative of the
agricultural nature organization. They were neither officially responsible for water
quality, nor were they responsible for WFD policy implementation measures such as the
creation of ecological-friendly river banks. This gave them a special position in the
workshops which were predominantly attended by agricultural and municipal
representatives, who were expected to change their course of action to meet WFD goals.
Similar to the proposing pragmatics, this group had a broad view on participation, and all
six social goals of public participation were mentioned. However, a clear preference was
expressed for the goals of ‘conflict resolution’ and ‘improving of the quality of
decisions’. All three participants were of the opinion that these goals had not or had only
marginally been fulfilled. As major threats, the acceptance criterion of
‘representativeness’, and the process criterion of ‘task definition’, ‘structured decisionmaking’ and ‘resource accessibility’ were brought forward. The story line on ‘task
definition’ was constructed as follows: Although the restoration of wetlands officially has
a very high priority in the European WFD-process, and the environmental organizations
tried to anchor this on lower administrative levels, in the regional processes it was a nonissue. This created large discontent among environmental organizations, which were in
turn not very motivated to join any regional participation process anymore. On
‘structured decision-making’, the main story line was based on the absence of discussion
and explanation: In the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse, the water board merely consulted
on general statements and avoided to go into conflicts and details. This left many
possibilities for mutual learning, creative solutions and trust building unexploited.
Besides that, another prevailing ‘demanding idealist’ story-line on structured decision
making was the way in which the process was set up: Group work with other
stakeholders stimulated the premature closing of arguments. This in turn led to a watereddown advice by these groups towards the water board. On ‘resource accessibility’, the
‘demanding idealist’ storyline was similar to that of the proposing pragmatists: Too little
available human resources and too many processes to attend. However, to the contrary of
the proposing pragmatists, the ‘demanding idealists’ discourse perceived this lack of
resources to have influenced the outcome of the draft report considerably in a negative
way. Overall, participants in this discourse perceived the process as a missed-chance, as
well as on process as on outcomes.

6.2 Discourses in conflict
To provide a richer example of how the story lines are used within the three identified
discourses, this chapter will deal with three examples where different story lines are used
to explain the same phenomena. By focussing on conflicts, the differences in
interpretation and how they are played out become more tangible. Some conflicts were
not identified in practice but only by means of the different answers, other conflicts were
more overt. The examples show how different meanings exists, but also how these
meanings are transformed into discourses and how these discourses shape reality.

6.2.1 Storylines on the absence of environmental NGO’s
The first example concerns the relationship between task definition and resource
accessibility. During the two workshops the demanding idealists discourse was poorly
represented compared to the other two discourses. This was not the case in the invitation,
where numbers were roughly equal. In the first workshop, five out of seven invited
environmental NGO's were present, of which in the second workshop only one was left.
This is a different picture compared to municipalities (9 to 5) and agriculture (6 to 7). All
three discourses give different explanations.
The ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse mentions resource accessibility problems among
environmental NGO's, but is of the opinion that these organizations were better
represented than expected, and were at least represented sufficiently. The ‘reactive
conservative’ discourse did not mention the absence of environmental by itself. One
‘reactive conservative’ even expressed that many nature organizations were present
compared to agricultural organizations: These agricultural organizations should comprise
a larger share of the representation. When asked about the low attendance compared to
the invitation, the same interviewee guessed that nature organizations probably did not
have anything to say on the issue.
Only one of the reacting conservatives mentioned the absence of nature organizations,
and made the following remark about it: “Well, you can of course not oblige these people
to show up. The only thing you can do is shortly point out the importance. But if they
don't show up, it stops.”
The explanation in the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse was different: Members confirmed
the resource accessibility problems they faced, but had two additional explanations for
the absence of nature organizations: Before the participation process started, the GMF
was very enthusiastic about the WFD's focus on public participation in water
management and had high expectations about its positive outcomes. For this reason, the
organization put a lot of effort in preparing its local member organizations for
participation in the area-based processes. However, during the General Investigation, it
turned out that the GMF had operated too pro-actively:
“We started with optimistically and ambitiously interpreting public participation, like: We
should incorporate the citizen in water management, because it will increase support for
measures, and it might bring up totally new and unexpected ideas how to solve certain
problems, which would not seem likely to come up in the standard trajectory of
consultancy agencies. Hence, we have explicitly put effort in making this possible. We
had also formulated projects to realise it, received subsidy to realise meetings with our

supporters and other sectors in a bottom-up approach to identify problems, and to
investigate which measures would be smart for all involved parties. Well, with that idea
we have tried to find support within the Water Boards. But that was so unlike business-asusual, that we didn't succeed. And at a certain moment we gave up trying because of the
tight time planning involved with the WFD-process. At a certain moment, around last
year, it was useless to keep on pushing this idea any longer. And that is when we -at least
in Gelderland- lost our hope.”
The water board of Rivierenland was a positive exception according to the GMF, since it
was the only water board in the province of Gelderland that organized seven local
meetings in its participation process. Four of the local GMF supporters participated in the
first workshop. However, another problem concerning the task definition surfaced: The
decision of the water board not to discuss Natura2000 and priority nature areas.
The reaction to this disappointment is expressed by one of the other idealists:
“I think it should be organized along different lines. I liked the structure with pasting
stickers, the atmosphere very open and peaceful, absolutely no pitting of people against
each other or the like. Bringing different people together can't be wrong either. But if you
take a really good look at what it was about... It was about the major waterways. You
should invite those people living next to the major waterways and those having their
parcels along these waterways. The water board has all the information it needs! It
would have generated more local commitment and knowledge. Because, looking back,
there was absolutely no need for me to be there.”
The original idea of the proposing pragmatists was indeed to use the workshops for
discussing specific waterways in small groups with different stakeholders. This was also
done in the pilot workshops. However, after evaluation of the pilot it showed that the
difference in knowledge levels and fields between participants was problematic. Although
this would have been an opportunity for learning in the idealists discourse, according to
the proposing pragmatists, this method would take too much time and would generate
more knowledge than necessary. Consequently, they changed the method to a more
abstract and general one.

6.2.2 Storylines on the use of group work
One of the most striking examples that show different explanations of the same process
was the use of group work during the workshops16. The reason for the water board to
separate the total group of participants in smaller background-related groups was because
of the different knowledge levels that appeared in the pilot mentioned above. Another
reason is given by a proposing pragmatist:
“The municipalities are the ones that have a stake and have to deliver. And the other
parties are mostly the demanding organizations. If you put them together, the
municipality has to be constantly cautious about: Am I not promising too much? And the
stakeholder groups keep on asking. Consequently you have a conflict between a
government agency which is politically and financially bounded in a way, and farmers
and environmental groups that keep on asking. Their idea is: Why is the municipality not
working on these wastewater overflows? And the municipality has to keep on defending
itself.”
The division in groups was welcomed by the reactive conservatives: Topics could be
discussed significantly faster now that group members understood each other directly.
Besides that, some of them mentioned that the group work provided more opportunity to
go “into depth”. However, the demanding idealist discourse perceived this approach as a
major disappointment. Its criticism focused mainly on the criterion of structured decisionmaking: Firstly, the demanding idealists believed that the highest potential benefit of the
process could be achieved by resolving conflicts between different stakeholders.
However these conflicts were deliberately avoided by separating the farmers and
municipalities. Secondly, demanding idealists were of the opinion that deliberation about
different viewpoints on measures contained the most valuable information to decision
makers. However, this information was hardly recorded by the water board: One of the
group members presented a short summary to the group afterwards. This method was
problematic for the demanding idealists, since the group work took place under time
pressure. The demand for a joint result led to a premature and poorly substantiated
consensus-situation. Thirdly, one demanding idealist questioned the competences of the
water board facilitators to manage the workshops, and would have preferred an external
facilitator with the water board as a participant.

16

The separate reactions are already described quite elaborately in paragraph 5.8

6.2.3 Story-lines on the low level of ambition of agricultural
representatives
During the interviews, all three proposing pragmatics addressed their dissatisfaction with
the low ambition level of the reactive conservatives. In light of the outcomes of the
“General Investigation”, which clearly showed that agricultural run-off of mainly
phosphates but also copper and zinc were the major obstacles for improving water
quality, they had expected the agricultural sector to take more responsibility to combat
these obstacles, since these figures clearly showed where problems occurred. However,
the reactive conservatives were unwilling to the take responsibility. The ‘proposing
pragmatic’ discourse expressed serious doubt about reaching WFD goals without a
willingness of the agricultural sector to take more initiative.
The reactive conservatives, however, were optimistic about the improvements in water
quality, at least on chemical water quality. They argued that national regulation had
already minimized mineral and chemical run-off on their land and that water quality had
already improved considerably because of this regulation. They expressed that more
measures would constrain their businesses unequally heavily, and that the results would
only be minimal. The ecological improvement of water quality was expected by the
‘proposing pragmatists’ to improve after the realization of 168 kilometres of ecological
river banks, which would be combined with a widening of the waterways for water
storage purposes. This river bank plan was observed critically by the reacting
conservatives as well. Problems of long-term financing, doubts about the efficiency of the
measure, and bad experiences with insufficient management of these banks were brought
forward. A farmer told:
“People have become somewhat more conscious. I think the current generation has a
different view compared to the previous generation or two generations before. Hence, I
think that if you would have suggested them ecology-friendly banks, they would have
been outraged. And now they are part of reality. I would not want them on my own land,
because it will simply cost too much money, and I wonder to what extent it will contribute
to the improvement of water quality. But if the water board would like to create them on
municipal land, I would agree right away.”
The same interviewee expressed doubts about how ecological water quality would be
measured in practice. In his view, this would be impossible. None of the interviewed
reactive conservatives felt personally responsible for taking measures on their land. Some
explained that other farmers might do it, but most admitted that this did not seem very
realistic without solid long term funding and very clear agreements with the water board
on the management of these ecology-friendly banks.

6.3 How ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse hegemony altered the
process
Although participants were aware of the multi-faced causes of the threats they perceived
and the goals they wanted to achieve, they used the simplified explanation that was most
valuable to them. Story lines are often used to construct a slightly different reality that
might convince others to think and act more likewise. In some cases this is done
unconsciously, and the outcomes are not necessarily good or bad. In other cases, the
construction of story lines seems to be conscious strategic behaviour. What is of
importance is the notion that discourses can steer the focus of public participation in
different directions and that these discourses are in continuous struggle.
In this case, the dominant discourse was that of the ‘proposing pragmatists’. Their story
lines on the different aspects of public participation all bear an overarching value that the
process and outcomes should be ‘affordable and achievable’. The most important drivers
in this discourse were ‘influence’ and ‘task definition’: Since the outcomes had to fit into
national lists and formats and had to be delivered before a strict deadline, a lot of
decisions on the participation process were made on the basis of this argument. The water
board's task was to deliver a compatible input for the River Basin Management Plan in
time. In practice, this meant that the structure of the meetings was adapted to this goal:
The amount of meetings was reduced, the structure of the meeting was designed to
deliver outcomes that could easily be transferred into a national format, and the focus
during the meetings was on the identification of barriers for the execution of preestablished plans to improve water quality. Structured decision making’ was used as an
important story line: “In the structure of the pilot project, too detailed input came up and
people did not understand about each others' backyards. However, structured decisionmaking in this case was used in a more narrow way than Rowe and Frewer do. The
structure of decision making was defined by the water board on the basis of its own need
to comply with national frameworks. Rowe and Frewer use ‘structured decision making’
mainly as an important criterion to increase the transparency, reproducibility and
accountability for internal purposes to be able to avoid for example the effect of group
think or dominant individuals. Clearly, this is very much related to the criterion of
transparency: Most ‘demanding idealists’ had a different view of what public
participation in the WFD would entail. Although they were invited to express their
expectations on this issue, this view not taken up. Moreover, the ‘proposing pragmatists’
did not communicate why this view was not taken up, which in turn frustrated the
‘demanding idealists’.
The ‘demanding idealist’ discourse was thus already shown its place before the
participation process started. During the process, ‘demanding idealists’ encountered more
disappointments because not only the scope of the participation process was different
from what they would have preferred; the process was different from their ideals too. The
most important story line in this discourse also evolves around structured decision
making: Because of the consultative and exploring approach of the ‘proposing
pragmatists’, the ‘demanding idealists’ saw many missed opportunities. Their criticism
focussed on the lack of discussion, the lack of figures to base decision on, and the lack of

detailed accounts of all the points of interest raised by participants.
The reactive conservative discourse on public participation was finally more dominant
than expected, but not as a result of its own action. The way in which the ‘proposing
pragmatist’ discourse moved the participation process and its outcomes into a more
“achievable and affordable” direction, it became more in line with the reactive
conservative discourse: The potential influence of the environmental organisations
decreased significantly, and the process became less demanding in terms of resource
demands. The reactive conservatives were informed about the state of affairs by the water
board and were able to bring their stakes forward. Finally, the outcome of the process was
that the agricultural sector could maintain its business as usual.
In conclusion, this chapter showed how the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse, although it
had a broad vision on effective participation and had ambitious plans, in practice did not
live up to this vision. Although it addressed the benefits of a more interactive approach to
public participation, it did not manage to achieve this in practice. By setting an agenda
and introducing a process structure that were mainly designed to check for conflicting
stakes to the implementation of water board plans and measures, the process was reduced
to a consultation exercise with the final responsible drivers of water pollution:
Municipalities and agriculture. When agriculture did not take initiative, municipalities
were only partially represented, and represented municipalities were reticent to make
promises, only little space for progress remained. This does not to mean that the water
boards failed in their public participation effort: It obtained and delivered the information
it needed in time, and followed all the required procedures. Besides that, it brought
together the key players in the regional water management in a way that was never done
before. This definitely provides possibilities for the future. However, to obtain a more
effective use of public participation, it could be worth to explore the different discourses
on public participation more closely in advance. This could avoid disappointment during
the process and more credible result in light of commitments and a broader knowledge
base afterwards. This in turn increases the potential benefit of public participation to
which all participants can relate: cost-efficiency.

7. Discussion and conclusion
The previous two chapters showed how different discourses on public participation coexisted in the same participation process. Moreover, it showed how these discourses
could be shown by means of contradictory story lines that brought the underlying
perceptions on public participation into practice in different ways. The chapter also
showed how a hegemonic discourse designed and altered the process in such a way that it
decreased the space for another discourse to influence this process. This chapter tries to
give some reflections on the found results, and on the appropriateness of the chosen
methods to come to these results. Before ending with a final conclusion, I will present
some practical lessons that can be drawn from my outcomes. But first, I will reflect on
my scientific objective and research questions.

7.1 Returning to my scientific objective and research questions
The scientific objective of this research project was formulated as follows:
“To investigate which perceptions the different participants in a local participation
process have on public participation, how these perceptions relate to each other, and
how these perceptions and relations find their expression into practice.”
In order to reach this objective I formulated the following three research questions:
1. Which perceptions do the different participants in a local participation process
have op public participation?
2. How do these perceptions relate to each other?
3. How are these perceptions reflected in actual practice?
In the following section I will reflect on these research questions, and to what extent they
can be answered by the analysis presented in the previous chapters.
Which perceptions do the different participants in a local participation process have op
public participation? What becomes clear from the interviews is that all individuals
involved in this process have a slightly different perception on public participation. This
conclusion, however, would not do justice to common ground that exists among
participants. This research project shows that differences and similarities exist between
participant’s perceptions. While some of the participants are satisfied with a very basic
type of participation - for example to be informed on an individual basis about
governmental plans, others perceive participation as a joint and iterative search for
knowledge and common values and as a means to conflict resolution. Overall, the group
of interviewees mainly perceived participation as a way to get informed and a possibility
to bring forward stakes and values. However, some participants expected more from
public participation and perceived public participation as a possibility to bring forward
specific knowledge and creative ideas, and as a way to disclose and manage conflicts.

This perception was mainly held among those responsible for the organization of the
participation process, and among representatives of environmental NGO’s. The highest
level of public participation, joint decision-making was not mentioned by any of the
interviewees. A logical explanation seems to be the task definition of the workshops,
which were meant to inform the municipal, provincial and water board politicians. These
people were the ones to finally decide on the final input for the draft RBMP’s, and this
was made clear from the outset. The difference between the perceived possibilities of
public participation between agricultural and uninvolved municipal representatives on the
one hand and involved municipalities and environmental representatives on the other
hand might be explained by experience. One of the municipal representatives showing a
broad perception of public participation had experienced many positive public
participation experiences within his municipality. Besides that, he had a background in
water management and ecology, and had studied didactics for several years. One of the
environmental NGO representatives had been a university researcher and teacher with
many years of experience in interdisciplinary and participatory processes. Experience
might make people more aware of the sense and nonsense of public participation. For
many interviewees this public participation processes was the first they participated in.
Some were surprised or even shocked about the multitude of and the differences between
participants.
A second explanation for the difference in perception seems to be the traditional role
played by the water board. In this role the water board would mainly rely on its internal
knowledge and decision makers. External parties would mostly be consulted on an
individual basis. Those parties were most often agricultural organisations that had a long
and solid history of cooperation with the water board. A joint approach with participants
representing multiple stakes and backgrounds of knowledge was a break with tradition in
the case of the water board. For the agricultural representatives this might have interfered
with their established expectations: Instead of just presenting their viewpoints directly to
the water board, their viewpoints had to be legitimized to participants with other
viewpoints first.
The traditional division of roles relates to the third and strongest explanation of the
differences in perception of participants: The issues at stake. In the presented case, a
demanding side and a (potential) delivering side existed. The demanding side was the
environmental NGO representation that considered the participation process to be an
ideal opportunity to raise the ambition of regional water quality policy with the ultimate
goal to increase environmental conditions in the area. The delivering side was the
agricultural representation that represented the major source of pollution and the primary
obstacle to meet WFD goals. However, because of previous efforts made to decrease its
pollution to comply with the nitrates directive, the agricultural representation did not
make any concessions. Consequently, the demanding side was disappointed with the final
result, which was anything but innovative. When the demands on content are higher, one
might assume that the demands on public participation are also higher, to increase the
possibility to change business as usual. Drawing a border between elaborate participation
perceptions caused by concern for the quality of the process compared to those caused by
strategic self-interest is difficult. However, this should be taken into account.

How do these perceptions relate to each other?
Since the concept of perception is very broad and subject to change over time and in
different contexts, it is very difficult to explain for relations. The only way these
perceptions relate to each other is when they are transformed into practice, for example in
story lines or in decisions made that alter the participation process. Since the only
practice observed in this research project is this case study, the only question that can be
answered is: How do perceptions relate to each other in this case? The previous chapter
showed that the broad public participation perceptions in the ‘proposing pragmatist’ and
the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse were highly related, and that the ‘reacting
conservative’ discourse had a narrower perception on public participation. However, in
practice the relations turned out differently, as the actual participation process more
resembled the expectations of the ‘reacting conservative’ discourse. As was shown in the
previous chapter, the story-line of establishing a pragmatic process that would lead to
‘achievable and affordable’ outcomes which could easily be adopted into River Basin
Plans, dominated over other story lines in the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse, for
example on increasing trust in institutions and coalition building. Since the goal or
method of the process were not negotiated before or during the process, perceptions
predominantly met in practice. Since the whole process was developed by the ‘proposing
pragmatist’ discourse, many aspects of the process were in line with their objectives. That
this discourse was quite strong was shown by the ‘proposing pragmatist’ neglect of the
participation effort of the Geldersche Milieufederatie to motivate its supporters for
wetland restoration. That the choices of the ‘proposing pragmatist’ turned into a
participation process which was by other discourses perceived as highly unsuitable for its
task, surfaced during the process. Many ‘demanding idealists’ did not attend, felt like
they were wasting time, and generally judged the process as a missed opportunity.

How are these perceptions reflected in actual practice?
This question has partially been answered in the previous section: Perceptions are
reflected in any kind of practice. As was shown, in this case most participation
perceptions became practice in the way the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse set up,
conducted and altered this public participation process. The ‘proposing pragmatist’
discourse was responsible for the invitation lists, for the amount of meetings, for the
design of the meetings, for the production and the presentation of the most important
figures, for the facilitation of the meetings, and for transferring the process outcomes into
a report. Everything, except for a set of measures, had been decided upon. Although the
‘demanding idealists’ ask for more information to base decisions in, and to make more
detailed plans adapted to local situations, this was just not in line with the aim of the
‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse. Consequently, the ‘proposing pragmatist’ discourse did
not provide space for the ‘demanding idealist’ discourse to increase its influence. In
actual practice this was for example visible in the low attendance of the environmental
representatives, especially in the second workshop. For the ‘reactive conservatives’ the
process resembled their perception of an ideal participation process: They were informed,
successfully brought their stake forward and finally did not have to change their business
as usual. In practice this was shown in a high attendance and positive valuation of the
process.

7.2 Discussion
7.2.1 Discussion on main outcomes
A returning item throughout the storylines in all three discourses remained structured
decision-making. This is mainly caused by the way in which the water board decided on
many issues concerning task definition and decision-making structure by itself, without
the involvement of participants. An example of this is the choice of the water board to
alter the task definition and the structured decision-making of the workshops on two
points after undesired experiences during the pilot. Firstly, instead of discussing the
future of specific waterways, the choice was made to discuss more neutral and abstract
measures. Secondly, related to the previous point, the measures were discussed in two
large homogeneous groups, instead of small groups consisting of different stakeholders.
The main explanation by the water board for this choice was the existence of knowledge
gaps between the different stakeholders. These knowledge gaps existed on different
issues. To mention just a few: Firstly, there was little knowledge among farmers about the
responsibilities of municipalities. Secondly, little knowledge was present about rural
waterways among municipalities. Thirdly, little knowledge on ecology was present
among most participants. And fourthly, most participants were not aware of the
conditions of all waterways in the area. Although the water board delivered information
about the waterways, and many water board experts joined the meetings to provide
guidance, the participants were unable to come up with concrete plans for specific
waterways. In the explanation of the ‘proposing pragmatists’, participants were unable to
oversee the challenges in the entire Betuwe area, and only came up with very detailed
information about their own situation. This information was irrelevant as input for the
RBMP.
The question remains, supported from an informative and educative vision on
participation, if it would not have been more interesting to meet the challenge of filling
these knowledge gaps until all participants could agree on a way forward, instead of
changing the structure and separating differing stakeholders to avoid conflict and details.
A study on a similar project in France encountered the same problem, and the authors
suggest that “...a well-founded information and training campaign adapted to the
knowledge and beliefs of the targeted public, is needed before launching a debate on the
details of management to be implemented.” (Rinaudo & Garrin, 2005)
Another point of discussion concerns the task definition of the participation process,
which was already very detailed before the process had started. Since its focus was on
measures and most of the information which was needed to determine which measures
would be effective was already present, the largest part of the process output was already
known to the water board. This suggests that the process was more intended as a
consultation to investigate if the determined measures would cause major resistance in
implementation, than as an effort to develop active involvement of different stakeholders.
But was this process really necessary for consultation purposes? By means of its research
in light of the “Globale Verkenning” the water board was already aware of the two main

obstacles to reach WFD-targets on chemical water quality: Polluted upstream water, and
the run-off of agricultural phosphate and heavy metals. Cleaning upstream water was
beyond the water board's control. Run-off could be decreased by changing practices of
the agricultural sector, a sector which was broadly represented in the participation
process. However, these practices were already regulated by national policy that was
beyond the water board's control as well. Clearly, the two main obstacles to improve
chemical water quality were difficult to remove by a single water board. What remained
was ecological water quality. On this issue the environmental NGO’s could have
delivered valuable input. However, due to the choices made concerning the design of the
process, this group had already been disappointed to such an extent that their acceptance
of the process was already minimized.

7.2.2 Discussion about chosen methods
Studying a participatory process after it has taken place causes the major drawback of
limited information. At the moment the interviews were held, the workshops had taken
place more than a year ago. Although most participants remembered more than I had
expected, some also admitted they had forgotten details. Besides that, memories might
have been biased over time. In general, the given answers appear to be honest and
relatively neutral. This might have been the result of the interview questions, which
largely remained close to the actual workshop. However, a participation process might
ideally be studied in real life, to provide a more accurate account of what actually
happened during the meetings. In this case, the only reliable information on the
workshops was the interviewee’s answers and the minutes. The information provided by
these sources could become more valuable if for example the workshops could have been
attended or recorded by the researcher, in order to obtain a more accurate picture of how
discourses were played out in practice.
Secondly, studying a case with so many external relations makes it difficult to generalize
about for example the usefulness of the area-based advisory committee as a participatory
tool, or whether a pragmatic approach is a useful starting point for a public participation
process. By external relations I mean for example the many political levels deciding on
water policy or the high level of connectedness between water policy and other policy
fields. Some external effects influenced the process significantly. For example the
agricultural representation that was unwilling to take more responsibility in decreasing its
phosphate run-off. From an agricultural viewpoint, this measure was already
implemented according to the national nitrates directive. This use of legitimacy by means
of national policy caused a kind of deadlock between agriculture and the demanding
groups, and decreased the possibilities for negotiation and deliberation. This critique
could also be seen in a broader sense on public participation: Public participation is very
difficult in the Netherlands because of its highly politicized and regulated environment.
Each square centimetre is subject of several national, provincial, municipal, water board
or private regulations. This limits the scope of public participation to a large extent.

Thirdly, discourse as defined by Hajer (1995) is a very broad concept. ‘Ideas, concepts
and categorizations’ could mean any production of a human mind and ‘a particular set of
practices’ could mean anything from a wink to a full-scale war. On the one hand, this
makes discourse analysis a very useful tool when studying a case, because it provides a
wide angle to look at. On the other hand, it leaves a lot of space for interpretation by the
researcher. During this project, this space caused difficulties in the delineation of the
different discourses I found. Finally I chose to present the three different discourses in the
way presented above. Although I based this choice on fundamental differences I found
between story lines, there is a level of subjectivity in this choice. This subjectivity is for
example dependent on the features of this specific case, the way in which data have been
collected and analyzed and my personal taste. However, with the identification of
storylines about specific features of public participation by means of the acceptance and
process criteria and social goals, the focus has remained very much on public
participation. This offered the possibility to select and present the most valuable parts
from the large amount of interview data. This increased the replicability and verifiability
of his research project.
What needs to be taken into account is that the set of discourses identified in this report
are in no way exhaustive in a broader sense. Nor are they steady over a longer period of
time. Most participants will keep on evaluating, contesting and changing their own public
participation discourses and that of others over time. In this way new discourses might
appear, existing discourses might disappear, or existing discourses might merge. If for
example a broad notion of public participation will become more institutionalized in the
Dutch water management administration, the ‘proposing pragmatists’ might see more
possibilities to increase the scope of public participation and might move more towards
the ‘demanding idealists’ discourse. Another possibility is that when participants in the
‘reactive conservative’ discourse become more experienced, they might see more
possibilities how public participation could be useful.
Another similar point of attention is that the interviewed public participants are not black
or white in having a specific discourse. Some of them fully relate to the description I
have given them, and some are on the borders of two different discourses. An example of
this is one agricultural representative who joined a public participation process for the
first time in his life. Although he did not made a single statement about what public
participation should comprise, had no previous experience and was very satisfied with a
narrow public participation process, he was the only interviewee that mentioned all the
six social goals of public participation. Since he was still quite uncertain about these
ideas and did not pursue nor practice them during the process his discourse still matched
most with the ‘reactive conservative’ one. However, in the future this might to change
with more experience.

A fourth point of discussion is the way in which the interview structure and performance
might have influenced the outcome of the interview results, and hence the analysis and
conclusions. The informal atmosphere and semi-structured interviewing might have not
stimulated the interviewees to concentrate on their answers, and might not have given
them enough focus in their answers. Besides that, the fact that interviews were recorded
might have made interviewees more reserved in their answers. Thirdly, if topics did not
come up in the stories themselves they were specifically asked for. This might have
biased the answers of the interviewees more towards what the interviewer wanted to hear:
Topics which were not thought of by the interviewee are likely to receive a socially
acceptable answer. However, most of these threats were prevented by active
interviewing. The few questions during the interview were very mostly focussed on the
workshops themselves to make comparison between the answers possible. Besides that,
interviewees were free to choose an interview location, recording only took place in
agreement with the interviewees and questions were kept as neutral as possible, for
example by offering different directions for answers.
The last discussion point concerns my choice for using acceptance criteria, process
criteria and social goals as search criteria for storylines on public participation. This
raises the question whether discourses on public participation do not entail more features
that might be useful to identify storylines on public participation. They definitely do. This
can be answered by addressing that the criteria by Rowe and Frewer are based on a very
large sample of literature and empirical resources. Although Rowe and Frewer mention
that this set is probably not exhaustive, it certainly addresses the most vital features that
constitute effective participation. The choice for social goals was made to provide a
different, more normative ‘pair of glasses’ to analyse the same data. In this way the
answers on the technical features of the workshops could be placed in another
perspective. The choice of using more criteria has been considered, but no additional
sources were was found that would offer additional criteria to those already covered by
the selected literature. A second question might be why these criteria are used in the first
place, and why storylines have not been searched for in the raw interview data. This
question can be answered by the need to know what to search for. Every criterion offered
another ‘pair of glasses’ to analyse the interview data with. This offered a more reliable
checklist to decide on which answers could potentially relate to public participation
issues and hence to have a stronger basis to identify storylines and discourses on.

7.3 Practical applications
Next to the discussion on outcomes and methods, some issues remain that could be useful
to consider in future participation processes.
Besides the coordinator of the area-based processes, the water board was also the major
stakeholder in de implementation of measures, the body that collected and presented
information about the process, the body that gathered the results and presented them to
politicians, the facilitator of the workshops, and the body that wrote the final plan. This
double role might cause problems: Besides the immense administrative workload that
burdens the water board in this situation, it might also raise questions in light of the
acceptance criterion of independence. Potentially, many ways exist in which the water
board could have manipulated the structure, input, facilitation, output and final report of
the process in its own favour. We may trust that this was not its intention, but it was a
surprise that nobody mentioned this during the interviews. An explanation for the low
level of suspicion about this issue among participants could be that around 90% of the
chosen measures will be implemented by the water board itself. If the water board would
ask a higher implementation effort from other stakeholders, this valuation might be
different. Several Dutch water boards hired an external agency to create and execute the
local participative processes. Making use of such an agency could decrease the high
workload involved with coordinating a participation process. Besides that, it could take
away the potential risk of conflicts as a result of the combined role of the water board as
major stakeholder and project coordinator.
Although independence of the project coordination was not mentioned as a threat,
influence on actual policy was. Many participants were curious about the way the
outcomes of their participation effort would be presented in the final report, compared to
what had actually been discussed in the meetings. They were aware that the political
meeting which had to approve of the input could alter this information, and that the water
board might have another interpretation of the process outcomes than themselves.
However, none of these curious participants expressed potential deviations as a real
threat: Most of them felt that the water board would translate the outcomes in a decent
way. And if not, the official participation on the draft river basin management plan would
offer the possibility to address this. The possibility to check the results once more
certainly improved the atmosphere of the workshops, because it prevented the process
from getting a now-or-never atmosphere. This refuting effect of the possibility to reflect
on the outcomes of the workshops is something that might be considered in a next
participative process as well.

Another point for discussion is the EU or national assistance to regional and local
governments in designing their participative processes. As was mentioned in chapter
three, innumerable ways to design and implement a participation process are available.
Assessing which method to choose that is suitable for the specific project at stake is not
an easy task. The water board of Rivierenland finally decided to use a familiar approach
that was used successfully in a previous project. This decision was made after the
Regional Administrative Meeting of Rhine West decided that the WFD expectations
concerning public participation were too ambitious for this project. The water board was
aware that the EU had expectations about public participation, but was unfamiliar with
the WFD public participation guidelines. The participation guidance states that active
involvement is not the same as consultation, but means “...that stakeholders actively
participate in the planning process by discussing issues and contributing to their
solution. Essential to active involvement is the potential for participants to influence the
process. It does not necessarily imply that they also become responsible for water
management.” (EC, 2002)
Water Affairs, which is responsible for the quality of public participation quality in the
WFD implementation, conducted a survey to evaluate the active involvement in the seven
Dutch river basin districts (RIZA 2007). Although the Rhine-West survey was mainly
restricted to responses on the Sounding Board, the respondents were also asked about
their expected methods on active involvement for the coming years. This would include
the regional processes by the water boards. The respondents preferred meetings with their
own target group; stimulation of activities by non-state actors connected to the WFD
implementation; and creative sessions to explore measures and to link opportunities. In
addition, the respondents mentioned that capacity, financial support and an active
invitation were needed in order to make participation successful. Advice on how to
organize these methods were not given in the report, neither does it mention the EU
guidance document. At the moment the RIZA report was published, all six regional
processes by water board Rivierenland had already started. Water Affairs calls the WFD
regional processes 'active involvement', while the water board is of the opinion they did a
consultation. The question remains who is responsible for the design and evaluation of
chosen participation methods at the regional level. On the one hand this could be a
responsibility of water boards themselves, since they are free in designing their own
process. On the other hand, since EU expectations are higher and different from the usual
procedures, Water Affairs might have taken more responsibility in providing support for
the regional coordinators on this issue.
The major point of concern is however the attention that should be given to the different
prevailing discourses among potential public participants. In order to hold on to them as
participants, attention should be given to the different perceptions on the use of public
participation which is about to take place. This requires an earlier involvement. On the
outset of the process, not only the task definition, but also the participation aim should be
clear for all participants. When changes are made in the decision-making structure, an
analysis should be made to what extent this change might influence the agreed-upon
aims. This might prevent unwanted and unnecessary disappointments like the ones
described in this report.

7.4 Conclusion
This study provides an insight of how participants in the same participative water
management process perceive different goals and threats before, during, and after the
process. Moreover, it shows how these features are described in specific storylines, which
I have used to construct different discourses on public participation in relation to this
process. This project shows that these discourses are not only shaped by the features of
the process, they also shape the process itself.
The result of this shaping is not always appreciated within other discourses. As a result of
the 'proposing pragmatic' discourse, the process moved from an intentionally more
deliberative and iterative participation process into a more informative and consulting
one. This was unproblematic for the 'reactive conservative' discourse, which was used to
this type of participation in water board affairs. However, it was problematic for the
'demanding idealist' discourse. As a result, the 'demanding idealist' participants got
dissatisfied with different parts of the process. Combined with low resource accessibility,
this group was inadequately represented in the process. As a consequence, this caused a
lower level of ambition in the final report, since this level was determined by means of
developing a supported set of measures during the workshops. The low ambition level
was in turn disappointing for the 'proposing pragmatic' discourse, which had expected
more cooperation from agriculture and municipalities. However, contrary to the
'demanding idealist' discourse, the 'proposing pragmatists' discourse considered the
process to be cost-efficient, because of the broad agenda-setting of water quality
management in the region and the improved relationship with the different stakeholders.
The report provides insight in the way different discourses on public participation
struggle to influence the scope of a participation process. It also shows the
disappointments that occur when the requirements of one of these discourses are not met.
On a more practical level, it shows the importance of consciously considering the effect
of different choices within a participation process. Ignoring the underlying perceptions on
public participation could have unforeseen negative consequences. Many problems could
be avoided when participant expectations of public participation process could be made
explicit before its start and all participants would understand the decisions made in this
respect.
However, what is also shown is that although consciousness is needed, public
participation remains to some extent a matter of trial and error. In this respect I refer
again to Flyvbjerg’s two arguments for case study research. Firstly, case studies provide
researchers with a nuanced view of reality that includes the notion that human behaviour
does not follow fixed rules. Secondly, case studies are essential to the researchers’ own
learning process, since experience with context-dependent situations increases the
researchers’ skills that are needed to do good research. I know now from experience that
the second argument is true, and hope that this report supports the first argument as well.
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