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1. Introduction 
 
The case study 
The Dutch case study focuses on the ‘Integrale Verkenning Maas’ (IVM), which translates into ‘Integral 
Exploration of the Meuse’. IVM was initiated in response to the increasing awareness that climate change may 
change the discharge pattern of the Meuse, with possibly significantly higher peak discharges. The specific aim 
of IVM is to investigate if and how these peak discharges can be accommodated through a river widening 
approach. In this approach, the focus is not only on flood mitigation, but also on improving the spatial quality 
in the region.  
 
The first part of the IVM process (hereafter IVM1) started in 2000 and was completed in 2003. The main 
product of IVM 1 is a number of rather broadly defined river widening strategies that were evaluated from the 
perspective of flood reduction and spatial quality. The second part of the IVM process (hereafter IVM2) runs 
from March 2004 to March 2005. The task for IVM2 is to move to a more concrete level to find a concrete set 
of river widening measures that comply with the objectives of flood mitigation and spatial quality, whilst 
remaining feasible, payable and with sufficient societal support. 
 
Participation processes in both IVM1 and IVM2 are addressed in this case study. However, at the time of the 
workshop the process IVM2 was not yet completed. The results presented in the workshop are thus considered 
preliminary. 
 
Workshop goals 
 
The goals for the workshop were threefold: 
 

• The primary aim was reflection on the preliminary case study result. In particular we aim for reflection 
on frames, roles, and boundaries we identified in our research. 

• A second aim was to elicit the perspective of the client of IVM. This allows us to make 
recommendations for process design and social learning. 

• A third aim was to obtain reflection on the use of Social Learning for the practice of policy-making 
 
 

2. Workshop description 
 
Participants 
The list of workshop participants is displayed in table 1. A small number of participants were involved to 
ensure a structured and in depth discussion of the preliminary case study results. Each participant had a 
distinctive role in the process of IVM. We distinguish between client, supplier, participant, and researcher. 
The invited participants marked with an asterisk unfortunately canceled their participation to the workshop. 
Nonetheless, all roles were covered. 
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Organization Participant Role 
Ministry of Public Works Marijke Dirkson Client 
Rijkswaterstaat, Directoraat Limburg Jens Reuber Supplier 
Province of Limburg Dick van Nierop Participant 
Ministry of Spatial Planning Els Snijders* Participant 
Gelderse Milieufederatie Roelof van Loenen Martinet* Participant 
ICIS Pieter Valkering Researcher 
RIZA Henk Wolters Researcher 
WL-Delft Hydraulics Henriëtte Otter Researcher 

 
Table 1: Invited participants. Participants marked with an asterisk were unfortunately unable to attend. 

 
 
Workshop design 
The work shop design was straight forward. It entailed three main components: 
 

• Presentation of the concept of Social Learning and main findings of our research 
• An open discussion about the results 
• Reflection on the use of Social Learning for the practice of policy-making 

 
 

3. Summary of key case study findings 
 
The participatory process of IVM has not been organised with the aim of achieving social learning among the 
participants. Nonetheless, a number of social learning processes were clearly visible in the IVM project. For 
example, mutual understanding and trust have increased among participants at a personal level.  
 
However, one of prime restrictions to social learning seems related to the boundary condition the government 
imposes on the process of IVM: accommodating a design discharge of 4600 m3/s. This boundary condition 
seems strictly defined and is not open for discussion. Many stakeholders have objected to this procedure. In 
their opinion, a discussion and possibly modification of this starting point should be an essential part of the 
participatory process. 
 
So, stakeholders do not necessarily agree with the adopted boundary condition. This implies different problem 
definitions among stakeholders, which can be explained from differences in their so-called ‘frames’. A frame 
can be defined as a perspective and a particular action logic, which guides us to understand and act upon the 
world. In our research we identified different frames among the participants of IVM. These are related to a 
combination of their professional (or ‘formal’) roles and by their personal characteristics. The main results are 
summarized in table 2, which links the formal roles of the participants their professional frames. This table is 
based on the observations and interpretations of the researchers. 
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Organisation Formal Role Summary Of Frame 
DGW responsible for policy development for 

safety and water management 
we are responsible for safety 

DL responsible for implementation of policy 
for safety and water management 

we are responsible for safety (operational 
aspects)  

Prov. Limburg responsible for many sectors, a.o. water 
management, safety, spatial quality, 
socio-economic development 

we must make sure our province can optimally 
develop itself ; climate change is a challenge 
we must face 

Water Boards responsible for operational water 
management 

keep in touch, seize opportunities when they 
arrive 

Municipalities responsible for many sectors, a.o. water 
management, safety, spatial quality, 
socio-economic development 

we must make sure our municipality can 
optimally develop itself ; climate change is a 
challenge we must face 
 

Nature Protection 
NGO's 

responsible for nature conservation keep in touch, seize opportunities when they 
arrive 

Ministry of Spatial 
Planning 

responsible for spatial planning and 
environmental quality 

seize the opportunities this project offers to 
improve environmental quality 

 
Table 2 Stakeholder organisations, formal roles and resulting frames. 

 
 

4. Workshop results 
 
In this section we summarize the results of the workshop. To this end, we have structured the discussion around 
a number of specific discussion items. For describing the remarks that were made we distinguish between the 
roles client, supplier, participant, and researcher where relevant. 
 
The design discharge as a boundary condition for IVM 
The researcher remarks that the government has imposed a seemingly strict boundary condition to the process 
of IVM: accommodating a design discharge of 4600 m3/s. This boundary condition is in principle not open for 
discussion. Many stakeholders have objected to this procedure. In their opinion, a discussion and possibly 
modification of this starting point should be an essential part of the participatory process. 
 
The supplier supports the finding that imposing a ‘design discharge’ as boundary condition for the IVM 
process leads to difficulties. He feels obliged to defend this boundary condition, although he does not perceive 
this as his main task. Imposing this boundary condition leads to distrust among the participants. He is unable to 
fully retrieve this trust, also not with expert knowledge. 
 
On his own initiative, the supplier allows some flexibility in the imposed boundary condition. If a supported 
solution cannot be found for 4600 m3/s, can we try to find other solutions that will be generally supported? 
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However, it is unclear how much flexibility there is. According to the client, the flexibility exists given the 
constraint of budget, time and the formal assignment. 
 
Formal and informal goals of IVM 
Researcher: The above example shows that the goals of the IVM process are not transparently clear. On the 
one hand, the formal assignment is explicit and rather narrow. On the other hand, the supplier allows more 
flexibility in the process, thereby extending the assignment according to his judgment. 
 
According to the client goals of IVM are twofold: 
 

• The formal goal of the IVM process is to collect information. What should be done to accommodate a 
design discharge of 4600 m3/s? To which extent would this solution be supported by society? This 
information will be used in the future decision-making process. 

• A further informal aim is to find ‘pearls’: specific river engineering measures that are both effective 
from a hydraulic point of view, and broadly supported (i.e. adding to spatial quality). This falls within a 
general aim is to prioritise measures in terms of desirability. 

 
The client remarks that the adopted design discharge is the most reasonable assumption on the basis of state of 
the art scientific knowledge. This discharge has to be taken as part of the formal IVM assignment. This reflects 
the (legal) responsibility of the client: ‘If we do not adopt this assumption, we have something to explain’. 
 
The supplier formulates the aim differently: To gain insight in the level of societal support and to find the 
overlap in different frames. 
 
Flexibility of the design discharge 
Researcher: The informal goal of the client implies that some flexibility in the design discharge does exist. 
Could it be possible that in the future a different design discharge is adopted and why? 
 
Client: Yes. The current design discharge is the most reasonable assumption given all uncertainties. The design 
discharge may change as a result of new insights in climate change, different way for calculating the design 
discharge, or possibilities for upstream retention. Even more, we can’t exclude that safety standards may 
change in the future, for example on the basis of societal cost-benefit analysis. 
 
Discussion on the design discharge 
Researcher: So the client does potentially allow flexibility in the design discharge for future river management. 
However, the design discharge is presented as a strict boundary condition and reconsideration of the boundary 
condition is not part of the process of IVM. Why not? 
 
Participant: IVM concerns an exploration of the future state of the Meuse. In this context a discussion about 
the design discharge and safety norm seems very relevant. 
 
Client: It is our intention to start such a discussion after IVM has been finished, i.e. after consequence of 
incorporating 4600 m3/s have been appropriately identified. Discussion on a strategic level should be 
conducted in a different context. This should be communicated in an appropriate way. 
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Communication 
According to the client the assignment of IVM is to find out what needs to be done for accommodating a 
design discharge of 4600m3/s. This does not necessarily mean that these measures will be implemented. (The 
participant: ‘This is the impression that is made’.) This should be communicated in a better way. In particular 
the client mentions that a clear distinction must be made between the necessity for reserving areas (urgent) and 
the actual implementation of measures. The latter is a matter of future concern. 
 
All agree. 
 
The supplier remarks that the future trajectory has not yet been concretely defined. (Hence, it can’t be 
communicated yet.) 
 
Problem ownership 
Researcher: The current design discharge is considered a problem of the national government. Municipalities 
are primarily concerned with avoiding this design discharge. To which extent the participants find the problem 
relevant and consider it their problem?  
 
The supplier: in general participants do consider climate change to be a problem and are willing to cooperate to 
solve this problem. No more, no less. 
 
Group dynamics 
Supplier: Within IVM2 the municipalities and NGO seem to identify themselves as ‘the region’ opposing the 
other parties involved (National government, regional directorate and the province and water boards). The 
former parties were not involved in IVM1. This group dynamics may therefore be caused by a lack of 
knowledge among these parties. All agree. 
 
Sharing responsibilities 
According to the client broadening river management options and sharing of responsibilities seems a way for 
reaching common problem formulations. 
 
 

5. Conclusions 
 
From the description of the results above we derive the following main conclusions: 
 

1. The participatory process of IVM2 has not been organised with the aim to achieve social learning 
among the participants. Its primary goal is to obtain information from stakeholders with respect to the 
desirability of different flood prevention measures. This information will be taken account in future 
decision-making processes for the management of the River Meuse. 

 
2. The current ‘design discharge’ is formally adopted as a boundary condition for IVM in order to comply 

to with the (legal) responsibility of the client. Nonetheless, the design discharge may change in the 
future. This may result from new insights in climate change, different way for calculating the design 
discharge, or possibilities for upstream retention. Also, safety standards may change in the future, for 
example on the basis of societal cost-benefit analysis. 
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3. According to the client discussing the magnitude of the design discharge is not desired within the 
process of IVM. Such a discussion should be conducted in a different context. The participant seems to 
disagree. He emphases the significance of a discussion of the boundary condition in relation to the 
exploratory nature of IVM. 

 
4. The project organisation acknowledges that not discussing the boundary conditions lead to resistance 

among participants. Therefore, the status and future trajectory of IVM should be better communicated 
to the participants. 

 
On the use of Social Learning for the practice of policy-making our conclusion is rather disappointing: 
 

5. The workshop participants did not strongly acknowledge the relevance of Social Learning to their 
policy practice. It is our task to strengthen this link between the theory and practice, for example by 
making concrete recommendation for designing the policy-process on the basis of insight from Social 
Learning. 

 


