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Abstract

This paper summarises the results of an evaluation that was conducted in order to investigate
the role and potentials of the participatory process according to the Water Framework
Directive (WFD) in Lower Saxony, Northwest Germany. The most important participatory
instruments within the implementation process of the WFD in Lower Saxony are the 30 ‘area
co-operations’. As a local and direct form of active involvement, the co-operations were
designed as long-term instruments with the aim of contributing to drafting river basin
management plans. Focussing on the view of stakeholders involved in the co-operations, the
paper analyses the process along different criteria regarding the improvement of networking
and social learning within the process of public participation.

Zusammenfassung:

Der Beitrag befasst sich mit den Ergebnissen einer Evaluierungsstudie im Rahmen einer
Analyse der Rolle und Potentials des partizipativen Prozesses zur Umsetzung der
Wasserrahmenrichtlinie (WRRL) in Niedersachsen, Nordwestdeutschland. Das wichtigste
partizipative Instrument im Rahmen des Implementationsprozesses der WRRL in
Niedersachsen sind die 30 Gebietskooperationen. Als eine lokale und direkte Form aktiver
Einbindung wurden die Gebietskooperationen als langfristige Institutionen und Instrumente
geschaffen, um zur Erstellung der Flussgebietsplidne beizutragen. Mit Fokus auf Stakeholdern,
die in den Gebietskooperationen vertreten sind, analysiert der Artikel den Prozess entlang
verschiedener Kriterien in Bezug auf die Verbesserung von Netzwerktitigkeiten und
Sozialem Lernen innerhalb dieses Beteiligungsprozesses.

! Institute of Environmental Systems Research, University of Osnabriick, Barbarastr. 12, D-40976 Osnabriick,
Britta.Kastens@usf.uos.de, borowski(@usf.uos.de

2 Seecon Deutschland GmbH, Centrum fiir Umwelt und Technologie, Westerbreite 7, D-49084 Osnabriick,
dagmar.ridder@seecon.org




E-WAter AA
Official Publication of the European Water Association (EWA) i ™

© EWA 2008 ISSN 1994-8549 - TER

I INEEOAUCTION ...ttt sttt ettt st e bt e st e i e e 3

2 Theoretical and methodological approach ............cceccviieiiiieriieeiieceeee e 4
2.1 Steps towards SOCIAl IEAIMING .......cccuvieiiieeiiieeiiie e e e 4

2.2 Case study - Active stakeholder participation in the implementation of the WFD in

LOWET SAXOMY ...uttieeiiieeiiee ettt ettt e et e et e et e e e taeeeaaeeessbeesnsseeenseeesnsaeesnseeennseeennseesnnseas 6
3 Area co-operations in the light of networking and social learning .............ccocceeveeninnnncne 6
3.1 Network building, continuity and representativeness of the area co-operations.............. 7
3.2. Transparency and inclusion Of INTETESS .......cceeeruieeriieiiiieeiee et 7
3.3. Effects of participation and CONICES .......c.eeeviuiieriiiiiiiieeiie e 10

4 Social learning: precondition and result of successful processes — discussion and

COTICIUSIONS ettt ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aeeeeeeeaaaanaaaeseeeeaenenaaaaeaees 11



E-WAter A
Official Publication of the European Water Association (EWA) L ™
© EWA 2008 ISSN 1994-8549 - TER

1 Introduction

Public participation is considered a key issue for adaptive and integrated water management
(Pahl-Wostl and Hare 2004; Craps et al. 2005). Within European legislation, the EU Water
Framework Directive (WFD) was the first material directive to explicitly combine substantive
environmental policy goals with public participation. Stringent policy goals demand a ‘good
status’ of most European waters by 2015 (Art. 4 WFD). At the same time, the directive calls
for various modes of information, consultation and involvement, which creators of the WFD
believe determine the success of the directive’s implementation (Preamble 14 WFD). In line
with the subsidiarity principle, decisions should be taken “as close as possible to the locations
where water is affected or used” (Preamble 13 WFD). Moreover, participation within the
implementation process of the WFD is expected to enhance the acceptance of decisions by
involving the views and experience of those affected by those decisions (Kaika 2003; EU
2002, p 6). Those who are closest to a problem are assumed to develop the best understanding
of it (Steele 2001; Thomas 1995). Hence, environmental decisions can benefit from the
knowledge local actors have about environmental issues concerning them (Rydin and
Pennington 2000; Lopez Cerezo and Gonzalez Garcia 1996; Newig 2007). Likewise, the
authorities in charge depend on the compliance of the actors who will ultimately be
influenced by the measures conducted. For this to succeed, stakeholders have to undergo
learning processes to understand and acknowledge the divergent interests and to jointly
develop solutions that are then likely to gain the support of all actors.

Likewise, and illustrated by the ‘Guidance on Public Participation in relation to the Water
Framework Directive’, active involvement is also an essential element of social learning (cf.
EU 2002, p. 13). According to this guidance, active involvement (later called active
participation) “implies that stakeholders3 are invited to contribute actively to the planning
process by discussing issues and contributing to their solution”. Social learning can therefore
be considered as a) the goal of active participation processes and b) the precondition for the
sustainability of the process.

But how successful is public participation according to the WFD in terms of supporting social
learning and in terms of its impacts on policy solutions and their implementation? This paper
aims to explore the extent to which and by which means a newly developed instrument of
active participation was evaluated by the stakeholders concerned, and how the instrument
succeeded in contributing to the implementation of the WFD.

For this purpose, aspects of social networks will be also considered in order to understand
different levels of actors, their connectedness and the structure and behaviour of the
investigated networks (cc. Hanneman et al. 2005, chapter 7). Since the distance between
actors and their connectedness determine the extent of individual’s and group’s
communication and learning, networks with all their attributes provide good indications of
social learning. This relation is also depicted by a case study on wetland management, where
it was concluded that “key stewards within social networks can establish functional links
within and between organizational levels in times of change and facilitate the flow of
information and knowledge applied in the local ecosystem management context” (cc Olsson
et al. 2004, p. 21). Hence, if we wish to know more about how social learning works, we need
to find out more about the social actors and their networks.

Social learning as a precondition and goal of participatory processes was used to
operationalise the research question. Our case of reference is Lower Saxony, one of the

3 A stakeholder is “an individual or group influenced by — and with the ability to significantly impact (either
directly or indirectly) — the topical area of interest” (Glicken 2000, p 307).
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German Ldnder‘in the Northwest of Germany. The paper will be based on the results of an
evaluation conducted in spring 2007 to investigate the role and potentials of the participatory
process according to the WFD in Lower Saxony (Ridder et al. 2007). In Lower Saxony, so-
called “area co-operations” (Gebietskooperationen) were established at the sub-regional level
in order to encourage a defined number of stakeholders to become actively involved in the
implementation process of the WFD.

Besides summarising the main results of the evaluation, we will also discuss the potential of
these area co-operations under different circumstances and institutional settings.

2 Theoretical and methodological approach

2.1 Steps towards social learning

Social learning has been defined as “learning together to manage together” or, more precisely,
“learning in and by groups to handle shared issues...” (Ridder et al 2005, p. 2 and 96).

A first step in the direction of social learning in participatory processes is when the process
provides a platform to motivate collaboration, socialising and the development of trust
between the different stakeholder groups, offering them the opportunity to build up and
improve their networks. The development of new institutions in the form of networks,
working groups and new formal and informal relationships is a major criterion for social
learning in participatory processes (Imperial & Hennessey 2000, p. 16-19; Hannemann et al.
2005, Ison et al. 2007). A newly institutionalized process in particular can provide the
opportunity “to break open closed policy networks”, and to allow new outcomes to be
produced beyond contextual constraints (Mostert 2003:185). Moreover, new participatory
structures and the enlargement of the content to be negotiated may finally lead to institutional
change in existing actor networks (Pahl-Wostl et al.2007).

Networks featuring social learning and innovation (Schubert 2002) are characterised by a
polycentric structure. Nonetheless, within working groups and often promoted “round tables”,
the established relationships often have a star-like structure, centred around one pivotal
character instead of a polycentric structure (cf. Fig. 1) (ibid.). Thus, not all multi-party
structures that are assumed to be networks promote social learning and innovative solutions.
Innovations are only supported by networks where actors come together to act jointly (cf.
Schubert 2002, p. 7).
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4 In Germany, it is not the federal government but the Lédnder that are in charge of implementation of the WFD
and, consequently, the participatory approaches.
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Fig. 1: The evolution of star-like relationships (A) as often seen in “round tables” and
“workshops” (B) towards polycentric networks (C) as a structure promoting innovation.

Various public participation scholars have developed a range of success factors for social
learning (e.g. SLIM project 2004; Schusler et al. 2001). The European project HarmoniCOP
(www.harmonicop.uos.de) developed a “pool of questions” (Craps 2003) to identify and
improve social learning in river basin management, especially during the implementation of
the WFD. This analytical concept was also turned into a handbook for water managers to
design and guide participatory processes with a special emphasis on social learning (Ridder et
al. 2005).

In this paper, the analysis was designed along the lines of the concept presented in the
HarmoniCOP handbook. The fact that criteria and indicators for achieving social learning are
often identical with the success factors as preconditions for social learning is crucial for
operationalising social learning. For example, improving the network among stakeholders
may be both a precondition for and outcome of social learning. This can be described as
positive feedback. In practices, it means even being sensitive to slight changes in the system
once an evaluation has been carried out.

The following table summarizes the criteria used for this evaluation. It is based on the criteria
and indicators jointly developed by stakeholders in the course of a moderated process within
the development of a vision for the river Ribble (UK) (cf Davis et al. 2004, p.13). The table
was adapted from Ridder et al. 2005.

Table 1: Criteria and indicators for social learning in active participation as used for the
evaluation of public participation in Lower Saxony (cf Ridder et al. 2005)

Analysis criteria Indicators and additional factors

1. Developing new institutions, particularly New networks, working groups, new

network building between partners> formal and informal relationships

2. Seeking the involvement of all major The type and numbers of stakeholders

sectors, interests and geographic areas involved, representativeness and continuity
of participation

3. Effectively communicating the process The majority of stakeholders consider the

and role of stakeholders in the process process transparent; they can cope with the
information (amount and flow); they agree
on and support process management; they
understand the process and their role in it

4. Improving the capacity of the The majority of stakeholders consider the

stakeholders to make joint decisions process worthwhile, their contribution
made a difference. The time and work
invested by stakeholders in the process is
considered appropriate

5. Enhancing mutual understanding of the Stakeholders report an improvement in the
views and positions of stakeholders understanding of others’ viewpoints and

5 Here, it must be taken into consideration that the process is relatively “young”. It can be assumed that the
results will improve once implementation has commenced.
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that new perspectives have been gained; the
way in which conflicts are reported by
stakeholders; the effects of participation in
terms of developing a common perspective
and vision of the participatory process and
a better understanding of each other’s
position

6. Developing a shared perception of Perceived potential of process to solve
problems conflicts

7. Reflecting on the process as such and Reported feedback, evaluations
giving feedback

2.2 Case study - Active stakeholder participation in the implementation of the
WFD in Lower Saxony

As a regional and direct form of active involvement, the Ministry of Environment of Lower
Saxony established 30 so-called ‘area co-operations’ in autumn 2005 (MU Nds. 2005),
covering the whole of Lower Saxony. They were designed as long-term institutions with the
aim of contributing to the implementation of the WFD. The area co-operations typically
consist of approximately 15 participants, representing different regional organisations,
including water management, agriculture and nature conservation. It is assumed that the most
important discussions, and possibly decisions, will take place within these area co-operations,
as institutions of active participation (Kastens and Newig 2008).

The evaluation of the participatory process, which took place in spring 2007, referred to all
area co-operations in Lower Saxony. The objective was to assess the participatory process
from the viewpoint of the stakeholders. Accordingly, stakeholder satisfaction with the process
was one element of the evaluation. Another objective of the evaluation was to gain an insight
into the extent to which ‘learning’ processes among area co-operation stakeholders had
already occurred, leading to the possible improvement of the sustainability of future decisions
on measures and actions to be taken.

The empirical research for the evaluation was conducted using semi-open questionnaires.
Lower Saxony Ministry for the Environment, which is in charge of the implementation of the
WEFD in the Land, distributed the questionnaires. The completed questionnaires were sent
directly to the evaluation team. In total, the 32 area co-operations involve 388 participants,
100 or so of whom are involved in two or more area co-operations. At over 80 %, the
response by the area co-operations was highly representative. The response by sector (e.g.
water management, agriculture, nature conservation) was also representative.

3 Area co-operations in the light of networking and social learning

Many of the answers given by area co-operation participants in the questionnaires could be
used to interpret more than one of the criteria (see Section 2.1/ Table 1). The results of the
questionnaires were clustered into three main groups, each involving various indicators of the
eight criteria: in Section 3.1, the analysed participatory process was considered supportive of
social learning once an increase of networks among stakeholders was detected. By analysing
the continuity and representativeness of the area co-operations, it was investigated whether
the interaction between the participants, especially from different stakeholder groups, had
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improved. These two indicators reflect that the process supports one of the main criteria for
social learning, namely whether the process involves all major sectors, interests and
geographic areas. The second group (Section 3.2) includes the evaluation of the transparency
of the process as perceived by the participants, and the incorporation of the different interests
in the decision-making process. The final group (Section 3.3) includes the effects of
participation and perceived conflicts. In this paper, this group has been linked to the impact of
the participatory process on finding solutions and their implementation, including the
approach to conflicts.

3.1 Network building, continuity and representativeness of the area co-
operations

In our case study focusing on Lower Saxony, we investigated whether the interaction between
the participants, especially from different stakeholder groups, had improved (Criterion 1,
Table 1). With regard to the development of new networks, the evaluation confirmed that
nearly 60% of respondents had improved existing and/or established new ties with other
stakeholder organisations as well as with the authorities in charge. Most of the intensified and
new contacts refer to representatives of organisations belonging to the same sector albeit in
different geographical areas. The fishery sector and environmental organisations in particular
established specific new contacts with external organisations, such as administrative counties
and local authorities, as well as the agricultural sector.

For the area co-operations in Lower Saxony, 78% of the interviewees confirmed the
continuity of participants in the area co-operations (Criterion 2). The analysis also revealed
that the administrative counties, local authorities and agricultural organisations are
represented by more participants than the other stakeholder organisations. Although single
interest groups are relatively well represented in single co-operations, 73% of respondents
agreed that all groups and organisations which have or could have a stake in the
implementation process of the WFD are represented. Only 15%, most of whom represented
nature conservation organisations, thought that further stakeholders should be involved.

In the context of representativeness, the distribution of votes was nevertheless criticised by
some interviewees (Criterion 2). Area co-operations follow an equity approach, where all
participants have the same voting rights. Due to different resources and spatial misfits (Moss
2003), some stakeholder groups, such as the administrative counties or agricultural
organisations, have more seats in the process than other groups, such as environmental NGOs
or water boards. Some participants believe that not all of the decisions taken to date in the
course of the process were made on the basis of fair representation. They hold that the
proportion of votes is not weighted correctly within the area co-operations, since the “one
head — one vote regulation cannot lead to appropriate results”, and since the co-operations are
“partially over-staffed with agriculture and administrative counties”.

3.2. Transparency and inclusion of interests

Successful participatory processes are perceived as transparent if the participants are able to
relate the contents and decision-making process to the implementation results, and if trust is
placed in the process (EU 2002:78). Moreover, transparency helps to incorporate the various
interests of the different sectors involved in the process. The process and the role of
stakeholders have to be effectively communicated by making sure that all stakeholders are
provided with sufficient information about — and understand — the process and the role that
stakeholders have therein (Criterion 3). The capacity of stakeholders to make joint decisions
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has improved, as confirmed by the number of stakeholders who considered the process
worthwhile and the number of stakeholders who believed that their contribution made a
difference (Criterion 4).

In general, the majority of stakeholders (72.5%) consider the process and information flow to
be widely transparent. Yet 27% of respondents remained sceptical. They criticised the fact
that the amount of work and the strict time scale of the implementation leaves virtually no
room for detailed processing and the development of the implementation steps. Moreover,
some participants stated that the management of the co-operations lacks neutrality in
discussions and that data and information is often not taken into account adequately by the
authorities in charge (Criterion 7). The importance of transparency is underlined by the
participants’ assessment of their opportunities to bring in their own interests.

Nevertheless, even here a slight majority of 55% agreed that they have the possibility to bring
in their interests. However, many interviewees also stated that although the right to bring in
stakeholders’ interests is formally given, it is not entirely possible in practice. Nearly 28% of
respondents emphasised that their information and data input are not adequately taken into
account by the authorities in charge of implementation. Some participants even stated their
belief that the results gained so far within the co-operations did not have any influence on the
decisions made at higher levels. Often, and even on request, insufficient feedback is given as
to why specific contributions were not taken into account.

It has to be considered that participatory processes involve stakeholder groups with different
organisational structures. While some groups, such as agricultural or water associations, have
a clear profile, groups with a less precise profile are also involved. In Lower Saxony, the latter
particularly holds true for environmental NGOs. On the basis of the WFD’s water
management approach, these groups are organised at catchment scale in the form of umbrella
organisations composed of all NGOs with environmental and nature protection objectives. For
each of the area co-operations, a representative of one of these organisations was named as
the participating stakeholder. Consequently, the environmental NGOs in the area co-
operations are represented by persons with very different organisational and working
backgrounds. On the one hand, this leads to difficulties in the coordination of environmental
interests. On the other, communication structures are far more challenging for the umbrella
organisation and its members than for other stakeholder groups with a more uniform structure.
An important document to help understand the aim of the process and the participants’ role
(Criterion 3) is the edict issued by the Ministry for the Environment of Lower Saxony for the
institutionalisation of the area co-operations (MU 2005). According to the edict, the area co-
operations should support dialogue between water authorities and stakeholders at the regional
and local catchment scale, and should initiate an alliance between all of the partners.
Moreover, all participants pledge to work actively within the co-operations and should act as
multipliers to feed back the results of the co-operation to their own organisation, and vice
versa (ibid.: 2). The role of the participants is described as being actively constructive, with
them giving recommendations and decision support to those drafting river basin management
plans, while leaving the final decision competence to the state authorities (ibid.: 3).

While both the authorities in charge and the participants have a fairly similar understanding of
the aims of the process, the participants’ interpretation of their own role within area co-
operations is not entirely congruent with the understanding manifested in the official edict.
The evaluation showed that the respondents see their role as mainly protecting their own
interests. Interviewees also often stated that they participate in the area co-operations within
the context of their official jobs. Even though the possibility to influence implementation of
the WFD at the regional and local scale is clearly intended by both the authorities in charge
and the stakeholders, the primary aims of the edict, namely to build up an alliance between all

8
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parties in water management and to encourage active and constructive work by the
participants in order to achieve a better implementation, does not seem to be the stakeholders’
primary reason for participating in area co-operations.

Clarification by the authorities in charge is also needed in terms of the stakeholders’ role as
addressees of assignments of tasks for implementation. Interviewees stated that assignments
are often placed too late and are defined imprecisely. In consequence, the participants do not
have enough time to complete the tasks or to understand their roles within the jobs. The
evaluation also made clear that the participants’ role as multipliers still needs intensification
in terms of bringing information from their home organisation into the process, and vice
versa. As mentioned above, the stakeholders requested the stronger involvement of
environmental interests.

The capacity of stakeholders to make joint decisions is highly dependent on whether the
stakeholders feel that their contribution makes a difference and their efforts are worthwhile
(Criterion 4). In this context, the stakeholders’ assessment of the efficiency of the effort they
put into the process remains indifferent. Most participants in area co-operations invest
between 5 and 10 hours per month to prepare for meetings. The assessment of whether or not
one’s efforts invested in the participatory process in terms of time and/or money pay off by
way of acceptable and agreeable process results is presumably one indicator to ensure that all
participants are satisfied with the process. Only half of the interviewees feel that their input
and work is worthwhile and decisive to the process. Moreover, where resources are seen to be
insufficient, the closing of resource gaps is mainly seen to be the responsibility of the
government and authorities in charge. This aspect is crucial, as it makes clear that the
implementation of the WFD is still seen as an externally initiated task (e.g. by the government
or the EU Commission) and has not been adopted as a beneficial regional instrument for
improved water management. The awareness of water management as a collaborative
challenge, however, must be intensified accordingly.

The evaluation revealed that all partners agree that the WFD has to be implemented, that the
European water management goals more or less have to be achieved by the year 2015 and
that, at least, infringements have to be avoided. However, as to the question whether active
involvement will ultimately contribute to a better water status, the interviewees remained
indifferent. While 45% expect an improvement, about 17% stated that they are currently
unable to estimate the consequences of the process. In many cases, respondents emphasised
that, more so than other forms of participation, active involvement in particular provides the
opportunity for better water protection. Nevertheless, several uncertainties were highlighted,
leading to the general impression that most participants only expect the achievement of water
protection goals if certain conditions are met. These conditions include the elimination of
misgivings, the development of a group feeling for water management goals, the willingness
to compromise, funding possibilities for measures and a greater public awareness of the goals
of the WFD.

To summarise, most participants believe that the process is transparent and that the different
interest groups are adequately involved. Nonetheless, the area co-operations have a significant
backlog demand concerning the authorities’ consideration of and feedback on the input
stakeholders make during the process. The same holds true for the assignment of tasks in
which the stakeholders’ roles have to be defined more precisely by the authorities. In
particular, in order to provide the opportunity of joint decisions within the co-operations as a
significant precondition for social learning, stakeholders clearly need to see that their
contributions are being taken into account in the official implementation process and that their
work within the process is a necessary contribution. To avoid later disappointment, the role of
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stakeholders in the process has to be pointed out more clearly and probably even negotiated in
part.

Finally, the most important result of the conducted evaluation is that the area co-operations
established in Lower Saxony are considered by the stakeholders to be an effective means of
active participation. Overall, the analysed process shows several signs of successful social
learning.

3.3. Effects of participation and conflicts

Participatory processes are usually initiated in order to improve policy solutions and
implementation decisions. Furthermore, within the scope of the WFD, participation is not an
end in itself, but provides a basis for better implementation of measures to achieve the
environmental goals of European water management (EU 2002: 7). These “material” results
are generally better achieved if participants develop a common appreciation of water
protection and its challenges (Criterion 6) as well as the interests of other groups. This goes
along with the aptitude of knowing and accepting different perspectives of problems
(Criterion 5). A further ambitious goal of participation is to intercept and solve conflicts
before they block goal achievement. The extent to which the participatory process in Lower
Saxony lives up to these expectations was investigated by asking the interviewees about
potential and actual conflicts within the process.

In many cases, the process was seen as an aid to achieve a better understanding of water
protection issues and concrete measures. 74% of respondents noted that the process of active
involvement improves co-operation, and enhances a mutual understanding of different
interests. However, only 27% gained new perspectives on their work in water management
due to the process. Nonetheless, interestingly, 80% of participants who gained a new
perspective also confirmed that they had intensified and enlarged their network thanks to
participation in the area co-operation.

Concerning potential or actual conflicts, half of the interviewees do not perceive great
difficulties or conflicts. 25% of the participants, however, named concrete conflicts and are
more pessimistic about their solution, due to major differences between the interest groups.
Some of the conflicts named referred to differences in environmental or water and economic
interests, definitions of water management and their consequences for measures to achieve the
goals, as well as methodological problems in terms of the operationalisation of the European
water legislation. The conflicts named usually referred to the different interests of the various
groups involved rather than individual participants. Most of the interviewees who named
actual or potential conflicts are also confident that most of the difficulties will be solved
within the area co-operations and that active participation enhances a culture of negotiation,
consensus finding and compromises.

In some cases, however, the capacity of the process to solve conflicts is doubted. Solutions
are rather expected to come from external influences, as these participants also perceive
external factors, such as financial resources for the implementation, as the reasons for
conflict. To some extent, externalisation of conflict solutions can also be related to a lack of
decision-making competence and the absence of willingness to take responsibility for
solutions. In general, conflict-solving is seen as an issue in the competence of the authorities
in charge rather than the whole group. Trust and a feeling of taking more responsibility for the
output of discussions therefore has to be strengthened, e.g. by proving that stakeholders’
contributions are taken seriously and implemented to the greatest possible extent.

10
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4 Social learning: precondition and result of successful processes —
discussion and conclusions

The study at hand investigates social learning in a newly institutionalised participatory
process, area co-operations as instruments of active participation for the implementation of
the WFD in Lower Saxony, Northwest Germany. The article analysed the results of an
evaluation conducted with area co-operations in order to find evidence of social learning that
had occurred in the course of these participatory processes.

Various forms of active participation to involve stakeholders in the implementation process of
the WFD are currently being conducted all over Europe. The intensity of involvement within
the Lower Saxony area co-operations is certainly not normal. The report revealed a high level
of satisfaction of participants with the process, and that networking as a basis for social
learning has increased. The reasons why this positive result was possible certainly refer to the
continuity of participation and the completeness of representatives in terms of different
sectors and actors involved. A further supportive element was the overall perceived
transparency of the process. The opinions of stakeholders differ concerning the contribution
of participation and social learning to a qualitative improvement of the water bodies. Here, the
analysis showed that the process was too “young” to provide valuable information on the
impacts of participation or expected/experienced conflicts.

The results support the hypothesis that participatory processes that lead to social learning
enhance the mutual understanding of the views and positions of stakeholders and even help to
develop a shared perception of problems. Despite the relatively positive evaluation by the
participants, it is no guarantee for the positive continuation of the process. At the moment,
area co-operations in Lower Saxony are — at least in most terms — open enough to allow
iterations and procedural changes. Although they are not considered as such, area co-
operations can be considered a long-term experiment that is new to all parties involved in
Lower Saxony water management. The process is still “young”, and the planning and
implementation of concrete measures had not started at the time of the evaluation. The early
stage of the existence of the co-operations implies that further process improvements are
possible, and the idea to conduct an evaluation by external experts is a first sign of the
willingness to improve the situation. However, this must not mislead us from the fact that the
process still has a long way to go until the water management goals of the WFD are achieved.
Particularly in the context of finding the right measures to achieve the WFD’s goals, potential
conflicts are expected by the stakeholders, due to their different interests. These conflicts may
even be worsened by the fact that it is unclear how the measures will be funded. Here, the
analysis showed that the necessary transparency of the authorities in charge is still not given.
Important aspects for process improvement thus refer to a stronger ownership of the process
by both the authorities in charge and the stakeholders.

In the context of defining favourable conditions of resource systems to overcome collective
action problems, Ostrom (2004) stated that “the resource system should be moderately sized”.
The establishment of area co-operations was one step towards obtaining more decentralised
water management, as also requested in the WFD Art.13 “...decisions should be taken as close
as possible to the locations where water is affected or used.” (Directive 2000/60/EC). Ostrom
(2004) also requests national authorities and policy-makers “..to create institutional
mechanisms that local participants can use to organize themselves...”. Whereas area co-
operations comply with this requested mechanism, there is still scope for improvement if the
area co-operations should fully comply with the idea of having “mechanisms for discourse
and debate by local users in their effort to learn from one another and discover new strategies”

11
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(ibid). But achieving such functionality requires learning processes not only on the part of the
authorities and policy-makers but also on the part of the participants in the process.

The objective to allow true involvement within the decision-making process of the WFD
by establishing area co-operations can be assessed as a very positive attempt. It offers an
example of successful active participation — leading to joint decision-making and eventually
to collective action. The edict of the co-operations grants wide opportunities for the
authorities to hand over real decision-making competencies to stakeholders. These
opportunities should be used. Nonetheless, a dynamic component is also involved. Within the
process, both the authorities in charge and the participants can define who should be involved
in which kind of decision-making competence. How openly or narrowly the individual roles
are interpreted also depends greatly on leadership — a component of social learning that was
not considered within the study at hand. Leadership as an emergent element during multi-
party processes is usually taken by one actor alone. The actor who takes the lead connects
people, e.g. by building trust among participants, and supports the convergence of opinions.
Leadership can also become apparent by bringing in new perspectives, spanning boundaries
and creating and communicating visions to deal with the issue at stake. Here, further research
is needed to understand the role of leadership for participatory processes within the
implementation of the WFD.

The example described offers opportunities for the other federal Ldnder in Germany to
consider comparable mechanisms of active participation for implementing the WFD. Whether
the participative instrument of area co-operations would also be successful in other countries
is by no means an easy question. As ongoing discussions on the adoption of laws from one
country to another show, many determining factors such as history, the environment, culture,
the political context need to be considered (Chodosh 2004).

Certainly, multi-party processes in other European countries can build upon the experiences
made with the instrument of area co-operations. Further analysis on the institutional context
into which the area co-operations are embedded could provide information on the potential to
adapt the instrument to different circumstances and contexts.
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