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"...often we have experienced the river valley as a contemporary ‘battle field’ where interests, 
opinions and visions about the future are at right angles to each other.”  
Diriken, 2004 
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Executive Summary / Main Findings  
 
This case study is based on a development planning initiative of a river valley in Flanders. The 
Environment Administration took this initiative after a severe flooding event in the valley by the end 
of the former century. The two core concerns to which the initiative wants to give an answer are flood 
prevention and nature conservation, but other interests are taken into account as well. 
 
The river under consideration in this study is one of the tributaries of the Scheldt basin. Although the 
planning initiative of this study is not situated on catchment level but on the more restricted area of 
the valley, there is a coordination with the WFD-based catchment planning which is currently also in 
execution. The initiative is not explicitly intended as a pilot experience on Public Participation, but 
the initiators were interested in a participatory approach from the beginning, to guarantee the 
necessary societal platform for their integrated valley plan. 
 
We were involved as social science researchers half a year after the start of the initiative. We could 
follow up the process during one year (from October 2003 until October 2004). Our information 
sources include extensive interviews with leading actors and stakeholders at different moments, 
participative observation of numerous formal and informal meetings and revision of documents and 
reports related to the initiative under study. At certain occasions we gave feedback to the initiators 
about our findings concerning participation and collaboration in this case and we gave them advice 
how Social Learning eventually could be improved. 
 
Public participation was mostly restricted to consultation and information. Although the case can be 
considered as a positive example of transparent communication and openness to discuss and revise 
the ideas proposed by the Administration, public officers lack the social process skills to design 
communication strategies and facilitate large group interactions. Stakeholders belonging to civil 
society lack the organizational resources and/or capacities to represent, mobilize and involve large 
constituencies.    
 
This case presents an interesting example of collaborative learning between different subdivisions of 
the public administration, in the first place between the Nature and Water Administration. It is also a 
very interesting example of the confrontation between two rivalling public actors, the Environment 
and Navigable Waterways Administration. They do not only frame the technical solution in a 
different way, “giving space and natural flows” against “controlling and damming up”, but 
accordingly they frame also the social process very differently. Whereas the members of the 
Environment Administration show more openness and interest in an emergent participatory approach, 
the Navigable Waterways officers stick much more closely to power plays based on technical 
expertise and political lobbying, to restrict participation and keep control over the process and 
outcomes. The case shows that despite a history of conflicts, joint initiatives may gradually transform 
negative stereotypes in stimulating confrontations. 



 

1   Introduction and Approach  
 
The HarmoniCOP case study research started in October 2003, by the end of the first phase of the 
initiative under study, the situation analysis. We have followed up and analyzed the process during 
one complete year, including the sectoral analysis, the workgroups and the integrated visioning, 
which is still in process at this moment.  
 
We were invited to this valley development-planning project because one of the initiators was 
interested in our perspective on multiparty collaborative processes. The leading actors from the 
Environment Administration agreed to give us access to stakeholders for interviews and to meetings. 
They were also interested in our feedback on the way they managed the negotiations with the 
stakeholders. The only restriction was that our presence or interventions could not lead to delays in 
the timing of the project or to extra expenses. 
 
In this study the output and procedures were already defined before we were involved. Our role and 
position was therefore somewhat ambiguous. Our contribution was unsolicited but welcomed. 
Sometimes the leading officers asked us for on how to design and conduct the meetings with the 
Planning and Steering Committee and how to involve stakeholders in developing a vision for the river 
valley, but it seemed hard for them to follow up on our ideas. Our presence was not based on a 
'problem' that was identified in advance, but in the course of the collaboration some problems and 
questions related to the involvement of the stakeholders did emerge. This research is therefore not 
action research in the strict sense of the word. We were like unpaid 'shadow consultants' more than 
consultants hired to improve the collaboration.  
 
Our primary goal was to document the collaborative process. We started conducting in-depth 
interviews with the leading actors of the Daily Follow up Committee (5) and giving them some 
feedback on potential bottlenecks and contradictions. Then we interviewed a larger number of 
stakeholder representatives in the wider context of the study (12 in total, e.g. hunters, local 
authorities, environmental group) and shared our appreciation with the Daily Follow up Committee. 
To round off our case study we had final interviews with members of the Daily Follow up Committee 
and stakeholder representatives (8 in total) to look back on the process. We looked also to interaction 
moments between different actors where 'things were happening' and participated in many meetings 
(participative observation), both formal and informal (10 observation reports). We also included 
relevant documents (e.g. progress reports, strategic notes on communication, etc. 17 in total) written 
by the leading actors, and correspondence (printed and mails, 10 in total) as data for our case study. 
We used the qualitative software program Atlas to organize the data. The case study was finalized 
with a workshop in which the main conclusions where discussed with some of the participants and 
external actors (see stakeholder workshop report).  
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2   Context  
 
The “valley development initiative” of this case study aims at the study of a river valley, with 
emphasis on nature development and safety against flooding. The study involves: 
 

• Working out an integrated vision for the river valley, with an emphasis on nature and safety. 
• Contributing the required elements to work out a Strategic Nature Management Plan, for one 

part of the valley 
• Working out a Nature Development Project Plan, a formal legally binding instrument for a 

geographically restricted part of the valley. 
 
Other issues under consideration are e.g.: recreation, agriculture, industry, hunting and angling, 
drinking water supply, (weekend) housing, etc. 
 
 
2.1 Environmental context 
 
According to the Flemish WFD, a river basin is a territorial area in which all the affluent water goes 
through a system of rivers and streams to the sea. In Flanders four river basins are identified: Scheldt, 
Meuse, Ijzer and Bruges Polders. The three former basins cross international boundaries. A sub-basin, 
called 'catchment', is a territorial area in which the affluent water goes to another river or stream. In 
Flanders this is generally the Scheldt or the Meuse. The river of this case study is one of the 11 
catchments identified in this logic. Furthermore, sub-catchments are identified that allow for local 
water management plans. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Map of the 11 catchments identified by the Flemish Water Administration 

 
We draw attention to the fact that, although the initiative we are studying aims to contribute to the 
new Flemish integrated catchment-based approach to water management, the territorial unit of this 
study is not the catchment or a sub-catchment, but the more restricted area of the valley. The 
territorial boundaries around the area of the study are defined in such a way that they include, for 
instance, all the parts that in a recent past were flooded by the river.  
 
The area of the initiative under study is delineated by a city upstream and, downstream, by the joining 
of the river into another river.  The distance of the river in the area is approximately 27 kms. The total 
catchment of the river, with a surface area of 191.000ha the largest of 11 catchments identified by the 
Flemish Water Administration for the integrated planning process covered by the Water Framework 
Directive.  The area of the study under consideration (3.600 has.) is only a small part of the whole 
catchment, because it is limited in length (not from the offspring on, but from a certain point on), and 
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in width (only the alluvial plain).  Although it is only a reduced part of the total surface of the 
catchment, it is certainly the most critical part. The actors of the study make sure to integrate their 
study in the broader integrated management plan at catchment level and in the more local sustainable 
water management plans, which are being developed simultaneously by respectively the Flemish and 
the provincial administration.  
 
 
2.2 Institutional context  
 
The subdivisions of the Water and Nature of the Environment Administration of the Flemish 
government, jointly co-ordinate the planning initiative of this case. Table 1 gives an overview of the 
main involved governmental and non-governmental actors. Their interrelations are described in more 
detail in the following sections of this report. We refer to the WP4 report of HarmoniCOP for a 
comprehensive overview of the complex actor constellation related to river basin management in 
Flanders (Van Rossen, 2004). 
 

Table 1: Overview of the organizations involved in the Valley Development Initiative 

 REGIONAL (Flemish) 
LEVEL 

PROVINCIAL 
LEVEL 

LOCAL 
LEVEL 

GOVERN-
MENTAL 

Environment Administration, 
subdivisions Water and Water 

Provincial 
government 

Municipal 
government 

 
 

Navigable Waterways 
Administration 

Sustainable Local 
Water Plans 

 

 
 

“Related” subdivisions (Woods, 
Landscape, Spatial planning, …) 

 Polders and 
Wateringen 

SEMI-OFFICIAL 
 

Flemish Environment Institute   

 
 

Flemish Institute for Potable 
Water 

  

NON-
GOVERNMENTAL 

Nature Conservation, Farmers, 
Landscape, etc. 

 Local sections 
and committees 

 
 
2.3 Socio-economic and political context 
 
Historically the river had an important economic value:  shipping activities, transportation function, 
and water mills. To improve the use of the river interventions were implemented as early as the 17th 
century, rectifying its meandering course. These human interventions have contributed to the regular 
occurrence of severe floods of the valley. Although no ship has passed over the river since 100 years, 
the river officially still has the status of a navigable river. As such it falls under the authority of the 
Navigable Rivers Administration, a subdivision of the Infrastructure department of the Flemish 
Administration. 
 
Due to demographical pressure and the evolution of agriculture in the 20th century, there was a high 
demand for arable land. By the end of the 50ties of the previous century a “note concerning 
infrastructural works to improve the water affluence of the river” was made by the Navigable Rivers 
Administration. Its aim was to control the river course by damming it up completely, in the interest of 
agriculture and safety.  Between the 60ties and the 90ties the Navigable Rivers Administration carried 
out drastic infrastructural interventions in the spirit of this vision. As a consequence of these 
interventions in the past, the relationship between the river and its surrounding alluvial plain has been 
profoundly disturbed. For instance groundwater levels lowered dramatically, affecting the natural 
flora and fauna.  
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From the 80ties on, agricultural interests became relatively less important, and there was a growing 
ecological concern in society. In the 90ties a new Environmental Department of the Flemish 
Administration was created, with 'Water' and 'Nature' as subdivisions. This department developed an 
alternative vision on river management. In this new vision safety against flooding is obtained by 
giving space to the river, and goes hand in hand with the restoration and conservation of the 
surrounding natural valley. When in 1998 exceptionally heavy floods ravaged the cities and villages 
in the valley, the conflicting visions between the two departments of the Flemish administrations, 
Environment and Infrastructure, came to the fore. 
 
The Flemish Administration, various consultants and (academic) research centres have carried out 
studies to explore and document environmental aspects of the river and its valley. In 1996 the 
Environment Administration set up an Integrated Water Management Project emphasizing 
measurement and modelling. The initiative that we discuss here, the “Integrated Development 
Planning of the river valley”, aims at integrating previous and recent study results in a plan that is 
socially balanced and negotiated with all stakeholders to create a societal platform guaranteeing its 
implementation.  
 
The study is a joint initiative of the Nature and Water subdivision of the Flemish Environment 
Administration. However, the legal authority over the river is still in the hands of the Navigable 
Waterways Administration. At the start of the initiative the administrators of the Environment 
Administration hoped and presumed that the authority over the river would be handed over to their 
Administration in the near future. But in the course of the initiative it became clear to all the actors 
involved that this would not be the case, at least not in the coming years. This change has generated a 
new governmental context for the study. One administration is developing a plan for the river, while 
the administration responsible for the river, is poorly involved but still has the authority to manage the 
rivers.  
 
These two administrations perceive themselves as very different (see table 2). Other stakeholders also 
perceive this difference. The difference is related to: their vision for the river, their technical and 
professional expertise, their priorities, style of negotiation and conflict handling, political and 
financial resources and power, allies, supporters and opponents. 
 

Table 2: Overview of the differences between two central actors in the initiative under study 

 Water and Nature 
Administration 

Navigable Waterways 
Administration 

Vision Space for Water – a historical 
perspective on the “natural 
river” 

A “controlled river” 

Priorities  Nature development, safety  Safety against flooding 
Professional expertise Bio-engineers and system 

engineers 
Civil engineers and hydraulic 
engineers 

Political and financial power Low budget, supported by 
political party that since June 
2004 is no longer part of the 
government 

High budget, supported by 
government parties 

Method of influencing  Technical evidence, 
consultation of stakeholders  

Political lobbying 

Allies and supporters (+) 
Opponents (-) 

+: Environmental groups 
-: Farmers 

+: Farmers, land owners 
-: environmentalists 
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3   Description of the participation process 
 
3.1 Activities/phases 
 
The initiative under study started officially in June 2003 and ends in February 2005. The 
implementation is formally structured in 5 steps: 
 

1. situation analysis and sectoral analysis  
2. analysis of opportunities and bottlenecks in the area 
3. development of an integrated vision 
4. translation of vision into measurements 
5. implementation plan for part of the study area (the Nature Objectives Plan) 

 
But besides the formally foreseen phases the emergent process turned out to be somewhat different:  
 
• During a first period of almost half a year the initiative was exclusively a matter for a reduced 

group of public officers (those belonging to the Daily Follow up Committee) and consultants.  
The main activities consisted in collecting and organizing the existing technical data for the so-
called situation analysis. 

• During a second period of four months the consultants directly contacted and extensively 
consulted stakeholder groups about their concerns regarding the issues at study in the river 
development plan, to conform the sectoral analysis. 

• The next half year smaller workgroups integrating some stakeholders revised in detail local 
opportunities and bottlenecks. 

• With this information the consultants in close interaction with the administrators of the Daily 
Follow up Committee developed a so-called “maximum scenario” and “minimum scenario” for 
the river valley, with which the impact of maximal and minimal interventions for nature 
development on the water system and safety were explored. 

• After it became clear for the involved public officers that the authority over the river would not 
be handed over to the Environment Administration in charge of the valley development planning, 
the consultants and public officers started developing alternative scenario’s to take more into 
account other concerns like technical feasibility, financial cost and political viability (given the 
social pressure from determinate social groups linked to political parties in power). 

 
The public officers in charge of the planning initiative generally prefer to be well prepared. They tend 
to postpone confrontation with the broader group of stakeholders until they have a solid proposition to 
make.  According to the technical specifications of the initiative, interaction and negotiation with the 
stakeholders have to start from the visioning phase on (step 3). This phase was conceived in a very 
detailed stepwise approach. The idea was to first develop a 5-year perspective, and later on a 10 year 
perspective, etc. The strategy of the visioning process originally consisted of starting from an 
environmental ideal scenario. This ideal scenario was to be adapted and downsized by taking into 
account other stakes in a process of negotiation with external actors. However, before carrying out 
this strategy, the administrators recognized it was not feasible. They chose for a more loosely 
structured approach, taking into account the dynamics of the discussions and workgroups.  
 

 
3.2 IC Tools 
 
The public officers responsible for the initiative consider ICT to measure water related phenomena, to 
make inventories, to establish databases and to model different scenarios. These scenarios are related 
to three kinds of water systems: surface water, ground water and integrated basin systems (see 
overview of the Flemish Administration Water System Knowledge, in annex to this report). So ICT is 
seen as instruments to gather and organize the complex information related to water systems. In our 
case study IC tools are in the first place used to evaluate and take into account the impact of different 
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kinds of measures and interventions on nature conservation and flood risk. They support also the 
interactive process between the public officers and other technical experts (belonging to semi-official 
institutes as well as to external stakeholder organizations). They are in the first place developed and 
introduced by the consultants who organize and communicate the information resulting from their 
studies with the support of these tools. 
 
Two software models have been developed to support decision making in the river valley under 
study. The Navigable Waterways administration developed one model for surface water in the 
nineties. Later on the Water administration developed another model, the “Operational Catchment 
Model”. These two models are based on different software. As part of this study the consultants 
developed a ground water model which was integrated with the surface water model. For the Water 
Administration having its own model played a strategic role in the rivalry with the Navigable 
Waterways administration concerning the authority over the river. 
 
Maps in GIS (“Arcview”) can give a visual representation of the results of the modelling process. For 
instance, they can represent where floods will occur under certain circumstances. This is of special 
interest for the municipalities. Farmers are interested in the height and frequency of floods on their 
farming land in the different scenarios. Environmental groups are interested in maps of natural 
habitats related to different groundwater levels. However, there is no indication in the original 
concept of the valley development initiative about how an “interactive” visioning process in 
collaboration with stakeholders can be supported by using ICT-tools. 
   
In October 2004 the initiators made progress reports of the study available for the broad public on a 
server of the public administration. The initiators also send progress reports and maps to all interested 
stakeholder representatives. One can, however, seriously question the effectiveness of this way of 
informing and communicating. For instance, not all stakeholders have access to the Internet. Reports 
are technically very complex and extensive, and even for the specialized officers a tough matter.  
Instead of being informed, stakeholder representatives feel overwhelmed by the abundance of 
information. The digitalization is thus experienced as contributing to less knowledge. Stakeholders 
have to read selectively and critically in order to detect what is relevant for them or for their 
constituency.  They seem to expect that the public officers make this selection for them.  We want to 
add that according to the stakeholders we interviewed this case is not especially problematic in this 
sense compared to other similar initiatives. 
 
Stakeholder representatives demand information tools, like power point presentations, videos and 
broadcasting television programs, which can make the complex problematic of the valley 
development accessible, interesting and even attractive for different target groups and the public at 
large. Some years ago a regional television broadcasting channel produced a documentary on the river 
valley, which – according to the environmental representative – contributed to the awareness of the 
public regarding the value of the river valley.  
 
 
3.3 Outcomes 
 
The physical result to be expected of this initiative is a development plan for the valley. As at the 
moment of writing this report the initiative is still underway, it is too early to evaluate to which 
degree this plan reconciles the environmental sustainability considerations of the initiators, not only 
with safety against flooding, but also with other considerations that are raised by the legal authority 
over the river and by stakeholders, like financial cost, economical impact and technical feasibility. 
 
Another important outcome we want to evaluate in this report is the degree of social learning reached 
by the participants. According to them there is undeniably a considerable learning among the officers 
belonging to different subdivisions of the Environment Administration about how to work effectively 
together on an integrated planning initiative, which is unedited in Flanders. The direct confrontation, 
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interactions and negotiations with the officers of the Navigable Waterways Administration constitute 
also an important learning opportunity, although the outcomes of it are still to be waited. The officers 
expressed also important insights based on their experiences in this initiative regarding stakeholder 
participation, which we present in the next section of this report (under: mechanisms that foster and 
barriers for social learning).  
 
As to the stakeholders there seems to be an enhanced awareness among them of the importance of the 
valley study and a willingness to contribute to it. But not all participants agree with this evaluation. 
They point to the relatively low participation of stakeholders in the workgroups as an indicator of 
weak social learning 
 
 
3.4 Feedback 
 
The feedback loop in the social learning framework introduced by HarmoniCOP refers to the impact 
of the outcomes of an initiative on its starting conditions, that means on the (governmental) context in 
which it is rooted. The question of the relevance of the learning conclusions of this case and the ways 
to transfer them to other similar initiatives was largely discussed with the involved public officers 
during the workshop at the end of this case study (see Flemish Stakeholder workshop report). They 
suggested concrete proposals and engaged in first actions that may contribute to their realization, like 
the following: 
 

• Before starting a participatory process, a realistic estimation has to be made of what this 
implies, in terms of (human and financial) means, and their disposability has to be 
guaranteed. The participants considered the stakeholder workshop report, in which this idea is 
highlighted, as an instrument with which they can feedback this important learning for the 
public administration to their colleagues and hierarchical superiors. 

• When starting a participatory process, the convening administration has to be clear with the 
stakeholders about the limits of their participation and expectations between initiators and 
external actors have to be tuned, concerning the role and input of each party in the process. 
This learning conclusion was considered of utmost relevance by the public officer 
representing the WFD implementation project of the Flemish Administration, and she 
engaged in feeding back this idea to her central desk and colleagues at the occasion of their 
meetings. 

• The public officers in charge of participatory projects in which multiple and conflicting 
parties are involved, are in need of professional training for multiparty process facilitation 
and of concrete methodologies and examples of practices to work with large multiparty 
groups. Our research team delivered the participants in the workshop an inventory of 
professional training offers concerning these topics, and a bibliography of inspiring manuals. 

 
The feedback of this case thus consists in signalling some important conclusions and urgent needs to 
the Flemish public administration to improve participatory decision-making. However, the actors 
involved in our case in general considered that their possibilities to influence the decisions concerning 
these issues was very reduced, like for instance the creation of a group of experienced facilitators 
among the public officers of the Flemish Administration, or the assignment of sufficient means to 
guarantee adequate communication and negotiations in such a process. 
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4   Analysis of the Process 
 
4.1 Framing/reframing 
 
By framing/reframing we refer to the fact that we can only know reality and intervene in it from a 
particular perspective and with particular action logic. A frame is determined by the (professional, 
social) group to which we belong and the situation in which we are involved. Different kinds of 
frames are used in relation to environmental and water issues (Craps, 2003: 32-34; Lewicki et al. 
2003). As different actors look at a situation with a different frame, they consider different aspects as 
problematic and propose different actions. Parties in a joint initiative will position themselves and the 
others by the way they frame and eventually reframe the issue under consideration. 
 
Examples of framing in the initiative under study are for instance: 
 

• “policy preparation” is the preferred frame of the public officers 
• “technical study” is the frame used for consultants and by all actors who consider themselves 

as specialists or experts in one way or another 
• “Nature Objectives Plan” is a frame that legally determines which stakeholders are legitimate 

parties  
• “Flood prevention” puts local (municipal, provincial) governments on the foreground of the 

initiative 
• “Nature conservation” is the frame used by official and non-governmental actors identified 

with nature 
• “Development of an integrated valley vision” connects the broad public and a wide diversity 

of social interest groups 
 
The existence of different possibilities to frame the issues to be considered in an initiative like this 
generates a paradoxical tension for the involved actors. On the one hand there is a need for 
convergence, for one clear frame to which all actors can stick and with which they can identify: a 
vision for the river valley which serves the “general interest” and makes it possible to make progress 
and to reach deadlines, etc. But on the other hand there is also a need for divergence and diversity. 
This means that different kinds of knowledge and competencies can be taken into account to develop 
a encompassing vision for the valley, innovative and creative solutions and to enhance legitimacy and 
feasibility of the results. Challenges for the initiative from a framing/reframing perspective are for 
instance: 
 

• Has the initiative sufficiently taken into account all relevant criteria and considerations? 
• Does the current social process generate a societal platform which will make the 

implementation of the results possible? 
• Are there examples of reframing among the actors involved in the initiative (learning from 

each other to see situations in a new, alternative way), and what made this learning possible? 
 
According to the leading public officers , the issues can be organized under three headings that are 
dealt with in three separate workgroups: recreation, hydrology and land use (incl. spatial planning). 
Concrete issues to be tackled in these workgroups are: 
 

• Hydrology: enhancing safety of different urban areas, re-connecting affluents and meanders 
to the river, removing unnecessary dikes and/or build new dikes around urban areas, etc 

• Recreation: considering the claims of different recreational groups on the valley (e.g. hikers, 
mountain bikers), dividing the valley into areas with different kinds of recreation (e.g. horse 
tracks, mountain bike circuits), developing recreational infrastructure, developing an 
integrated recreational vision 

• Land use: considering the effects of river interventions on agricultural practices, resolving 
problems with illegal weekend housing, determining the extension of industrial areas, etc. 
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Bottlenecks resulting from the application of different frames, which were identified by the sectoral 
analysis include: 
 

• Conflicts between water storage, hunting and forestry 
• Hydrological interventions which have positive effects on nature, may be less adequate for 

flood regulation 
• New flood regulating areas may possibly pollute ground water extraction sites 
• Industrially polluted river water upstream can negatively affect natural flood areas 

downstream 
• Removing river dikes implies less possibilities for recreationally attractive bicycle ways on 

the river banks 
• Conflict on land use between the extension of an industrial zone and natural flood areas 

 
But there were also win-win opportunities identified by confronting and integrating different frames, 
like e.g.: 
 

• Nature conservation extending opportunities for “environmental soft” recreation forms 
• Recreation possibilities as a result of new bicycle ways on new winter dikes. 

 
Looking at the valley development study from a framing/reframing perspective gives an image of 
different possible frames that are equally possible to intervene in the initiative. The public officers of 
the convening Administration find this image hard to accept. It seems to them that this rather applies 
for an initiative which starts from scratch. In this case, they argue, there are already certain frames 
given at the start of this study which cannot be relativized (not sure about this word in this context)?? 
and questioned anymore as they are the result of antecedent processes and former decisions, like for 
instance the Flemish Regional Plan (considering the river under consideration as a regional 
structuring element and thus the Flemish regional administration as the competent authority), the 
Habitat guidelines, etc. As a result of these antecedent plans and processes, according to the public 
officer nature conservation and flood prevention have already been identified and have to be 
respected as the dominant frames for the valley development. He considers it as his mission as a 
public officer of the nature administration to safeguard the nature conservation frame in the initiative. 
This particular interest does not discard for him the willingness and openness of the administration to 
take into account other additional interests and visions about how to develop the valley, like for 
instance in relation to recreation.  
 
According to one of the consultants, who had intensive direct contacts with numerous stakeholder 
representatives, the public officers of the nature administration underestimate the negotiation 
possibilities that are still open among the involved actors regarding nature in the valley. In his opinion 
nature conservation, advocated by the nature administration, is already accepted by all the 
stakeholders and the public at large in the area, but nature development is a much more debatable and 
thus interesting focus on nature. This is about expanding nature areas and improving environmental 
qualities and goes beyond just trying to safeguard the already degenerated natural areas. Such a 
reframing may generate more suspicion in the public. Developing means growing, extending, but to 
which point? Who shall be affected then? But a reframing from conservation to development, 
according to the spokesperson, may also create more possibilities to involve stakeholders, for instance 
to develop new recreational areas with a high nature value. 
 
 
4.2 Basic role assumptions / definition of roles 
 
Different functions and positions have to be considered in relation to an initiative in which multiple 
parties are involved: leading, facilitating, contributing to the (technical) content, supporting (in a 
political, financial, moral way), and even resisting has to be considered as a possibility (as a response 
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to an awareness of exclusion). 'Leading' means giving a certain direction to an initiative. In general 
this function is related to a hierarchical structure and conferred on a top-down basis. Multiparty 
initiatives implies (more) horizontal structuring, hence alternative concepts of leadership 
(“distributed”, “joined up”, “shared”, etc.) are required. Leadership functions in general tend to 
emphasize the content of the tasks and the procedures. However, especially in multiparty initiatives 
relational processes (building trust, fostering direct interaction, managing conflict, dealing with 
institutional rivalries, exclusions, etc.) maybe of crucial importance for the success of the initiative 
(Bryson & Crosby, 1992; Craps, 2003: 40-42). Because a collaborative context is often conflicting, 
the facilitation function becomes even more important. 
  
Examples of different actors and the functions they have taken up in the initiative under study: 
 

• Nature and Water Administration: convener, leading, financial support, expertise, local 
context knowledge 

• Navigable Waterways Administration: formal (legal) authority over the river, expertise, local 
context knowledge 

• Related regional administrations (water quality, woods, landscape, spatial planning, etc.): 
expertise, local context knowledge, legal authority on relevant issues for the initiative 

• Local governments:  represent local interests, give feedback on proposals from local 
perspective 

• Officially recognized organizations (related to nature, woods, fishing, landscape, recreation, 
…): bring in sectoral interests, feedback on proposals 

 
There are considerable asymmetries between the different parties involved in the initiative under 
study. These asymmetries relate, for instance to: 
 
• Financial means: the Water and Nature Administration hold the funding to carry out the valley 

planning initiative; the Navigable Waterways Administration has funding to carry out 
infrastructural interventions in the river. 

• Time: for public officers this is their main job, others invest free time 
• Expertise: ICT modelling generates complex information which makes it difficult for lay persons 

belonging to local interest groups to grasp its significance and possible impact on concrete living 
conditions and to formulate an opinion on it 

• Experience: some officers have daily experience with the matter since many years, others are 
only very sporadically or accidentally concerned with the matter 

• Legal influence: the importance of having legal authority and the influence of the conflict 
between the Environment and the Navigable Waterways administration on the process in this case 
is elsewhere in this report explained. In the end there will be a political decision by the Minister, 
but different actors have unequal access to influence this final process. 

 
However, a participatory and collaborative approach, which the initiators aim for, implies that all 
parties are treated as legitimate and equal partners. Each party can contribute to a successful 
implementation.  The asymmetries between the actors involved risk to create a technocratic hierarchy. 
How can sufficient involvement of all relevant actors nevertheless be guaranteed? 
 
The study has organized the representation and involvement of the actors on three levels (ranked 
according to their degree of involvement and participation): 1. Daily Follow up Committee; 2. 
Planning Committee; 3. Steering Committee, as presented in table 3. 
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Table 3: Actors and functions of the different committees that conform the organizational structure of 
the planning initiative under study 

 Members  Role and mandate  
Daily Follow-up 
Committee 

Approximately 10 members:  public 
officers belonging to the Flemish Water 
and Nature administration,  a member of 
the (semi-official) Institute for Nature 
Conservation, public officers responsible 
for the Integrated river Catchment Plan, 
and for the Local Sustainable Water 
management plans, and a representative 
of the Navigable Waterways 
Administration 

Coordinate and steer the process, 
supervise the consultants, 
maintain contact with all 
involved actors 

Planning Committee Public officers of related administrations 
(e.g. wood management, landscapes, 
spatial planning), in addition to the 
members of the Daily Follow up 
Committee; external experts may be 
invited to assist 

Work out a vision for the river 
valley 

Steering Committee Consists of representatives of local 
governments (province, 7 municipalities, 
and 2 polder governments) and of civil 
actors (representatives of officially 
recognized organizations in the domain 
of environment, agriculture, woods, 
hunting, angling, regional landscape). 
 

Consultative function: 
− Give proposals to planning 

process 
− Give feedback on the results 

(feedback is not binding for 
policy makers) 

 

 
 
At the core of the Daily Follow up Committee, there is a smaller, informal group made up of the four 
public officers most directly involved in the study. They call this group the  “petit comité” (small 
committee). Especially during the first phases of the initiative hey were in direct and intense contact 
with each other and with the consultants. They are the main actors in contact with other actors in the 
study (e.g. farmers, local municipalities). They coordinate the ongoing process, follow up the results, 
prepare the meetings of the different groups and committees, etc. In this way they have a high impact 
on the direction and outcome of the study. 
 
A core issue of this case is the conflict about the legal authority on the river between the Navigable 
Waterways Administration and the Environment Administration. The Navigable Waterways 
Administration, responsible for the river, was initially not invited to the Daily Follow-up Committee 
(see chapter 1.3 and table 2 of this report). After some months, including an interview we had with 
this party, the initiators decided to invite the Navigable Waterways Administration. At first they did 
not show up, but later on they sent a representative to each meeting.  This exclusion/inclusion is 
related to the legal authority conflict between both administrations. The transfer of the river from 
Navigable Waterways to the Environment Administration has been a political issue for many years. 
Most stakeholders we interviewed were worried or sceptical about the legal status of the results of the 
study. Not involving the officers of the Navigable Waterways Administration raises questions about 
the likelihood of implementation. Theoretically they have the power to refuse the implementation of 
the results if they don't agree. "But we don't intend to do that. As long as we are sufficiently involved."  
The Environment Administration seems to deny its interdependent relationship with Navigable 
Waterways and other stakeholders as a condition to arrive at sustainable, realistic and acceptable 
solutions. This might lead to a loss of credibility, low commitment or suspicion: "Do they have a 
hidden agenda?"  "They use the Study to put pressure on the politicians to speed up the process of 
transfer." 



 12

 
The general public is supposed to be represented and involved through the members of the Steering 
Committee. Issues under deliberation in the initiative can be dealt with on a local level, by the 
municipal environmental councils, which have a consultative function. Direct contact with the public 
at large is reduced to an existing formal procedure. In this 'public inquiry' procedure, citizens can 
consult the plans after they have been developed by the administration and introduce a formal 
complaint if they don't agree. 
 
As the emphasis of the initiative is on nature conservation and flood prevention, actors with a direct 
interest in these two topics are most accepted by the conveners as stakeholders. The conveners tend to 
restrict the stakeholder group to legally registered organizations. The initiative follows the legal 
procedures concerning stakeholder representation for Nature Objectives Plans, which is indeed one of 
the aims of this initiative. However, by restricting the stakeholders to those accepted for Nature 
Objectives Plans, the inclusion of other social groups is not taken into consideration. 
 
The different subsystems (Daily Follow up Committee, Steering Committee, Planning Committee) 
are designed in such a way that direct interaction between the administrations and the societal interest 
groups is avoided. A high ranked officer of the Nature Administration is president of the meetings of 
the Steering and Planning Committees. In one and a half year since the start of the initiative, only one 
meeting of the Steering Committee and two meetings of the Planning Committee (one jointly with the 
Steering Committee) have taken place. Those meetings are characterized by long presentations by the 
engineers and members of the Daily Follow up Committee and little discussion. During the first joint 
meeting of the Steering Group and the Planning Group, for instance, direct interaction was limited to 
a minimum (15 minutes at the end of the meeting). When two participants asked a question, the 
president of the meeting evacuated those questions to "a later moment in the process" and to "the 
workgroups". After the meeting the president said with a sigh of relief: "It was good. It was quiet." 
The leading actors send the message that they cannot include 'everybody'. They seem to assume there 
is an ideal or maximum size of a group ("the places are restricted"). This assumption gets in the way 
of directly involving all relevant stakeholders.  
 
The consultants (in fact a consortium of three consulting firms) are an influential actor, although they 
are not mentioned in the official three-level representation of the actors in the study.  By “doing their 
job”, that is realizing studies, integrating old and new information, developing models, presenting the 
information to the different committees, etc., they are in most direct contact with local and societal 
actors. 
 
One officer of the Nature Division is in charge of the practical coordination of the study. He is also 
the person in permanent communication with the consultants, and the contact person for the external 
stakeholders. A high ranked officer of the Nature Administration and one of the Water Administration 
are jointly responsible for the study.  The members of the Daily Follow up Committee see themselves 
in a supervising function of the consultants who are in charge of the execution of the study.  
 
The coordinating public officer describes the distribution of roles as follows: 
 
• The Daily Follow up Committee is “the work horse”  
• The Planning Committee is the decision maker 
• The Steering Committee gives an information flow from the outside world, feeds back to the 

outside world, counsels, advises and guarantees societal support 
• Work groups are part of the Steering Committee. The Daily Follow up Committee and/or the 

Planning Committee have to give input to these groups  
 
In the next section, we will analyze how these subsystems establish boundaries between core and 
periphery of the initiative. 
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The three committees are not the only mechanisms through which actors and public are involved in 
the initiative. Important additional mechanisms include:  
 
• The sectoral analysis through systematic and extended interviews by the consultants, conceived 

as open conversations, with representatives of all local governments and civil stakeholders 
• Information provision to the general public through a variety of channels (communiqué’s in local 

and municipal newspapers, informative meetings with representatives of special interest groups, 
etc.) 

• Targeted workgroups, as part of the Steering Committee, to which members of the Steering 
Group are invited according to their competence, experience, interests, and the specific issue 
under deliberation. 

 
Facilitators as such are not foreseen in the initiative. As a consequence the organizers tend to avoid 
direct interactions between different actors in large groups (e.g. in the Steering Committee). The 
interactions are restricted to one-way information from the officers to the public, for instance about 
the results of the study. 
 
The public officers of the Nature Administration are assuming two different roles simultaneously 
which are difficult to combine: being a convener for the planning initiative, and being an advocate of 
nature interests in this same initiative. Both roles may be absolutely necessary and justified, however, 
when combined in one actor both roles inevitably cause role conflicts, e.g. agricultural groups 
reacting sceptically to an invitation by a strong nature advocate. During the stakeholder workshop at 
the end of the case study we came to the conclusion with the participants that it may be useful to 
separate clearly both roles and distribute them over different persons, even if they belong to the same 
institute, when the administration has to take up the double role of defending particular interests (e.g. 
nature) and facilitate the process. 
  
The public officers considered that they had already come to a workable solution in this sense for the 
kind of role conflicts that are discussed here. In the Planning Committee for instance, the two officers 
of the nature administration are taking up already a different role: while the head of department of 
Nature Administration coordinates the meetings (facilitation), the officer in charge of the study takes 
up the role of defending nature interests. The Steering Committee is presided by a high ranked public 
officer whose position – according to the organizers of the process - is supposed to give him moral 
authority over the different interest groups. One working commission on hydrological aspects is 
presided by a public officer of the Water administration because he has the necessary high technical 
expertise that they suppose of primordial importance there, but in another working commission, a 
representative of a non-governmental organization is presiding the meetings. . 
 
The non-governmental and municipal representatives doubt if this distribution of tasks gives really 
solution to the scepticism of the stakeholders and the public at large. According to them, the Nature 
and Water administration have initiated the study; they have their own agenda and will draw the final 
conclusions. As a consequence the other stakeholders continue doubting about the possibilities of 
their real impact on the final results. 
 
 
4.3 Boundary management 
 
Every project or initiative necessarily has to be limited by boundaries. These are physical (in space), 
in time, and also social: which actors are considered as insiders or outsiders? Which issues will be 
considered relevant and which will not be taken into account? Boundary management is a core 
concern for every initiative in which multiple parties are involved. Boundaries are not only a question 
of formal or observable markers, but they are also subjective and psychological as they are related to 
the identities of actors. (Craps, 2003: 35-36) 
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We present a number of observations and quotes related to the way the leading actors manage the 
boundary of identity in this case.  
 
The public officers of the Nature Administration, the initiators of the study, strongly identify with 
ecological values. Some of them used to be environmental activists or still are member of an 
environmental group. For many years they struggled with the administration. When the Flemish 
Environment Administration was established in 1993 they became part of it as public officers.  Now 
that they are in a position to influence decisions, they seem reluctant to open up the debate and to 
allow different perspectives on 'their' study. They hold on tight to their agenda.  
 
In the past the Nature and Water Administration had conflicts with several groups in the valley. The 
main conflicts were with the Navigable Waterways Administration, responsible for the river. As we 
have explained earlier, this administration supported a vision based on damming up the river, 
straightening its course of the river and evacuating the water flow as quick as possible. The 
environmental administration holds an 'alternative' view: the river as part of an ecosystem, controlled 
flooding of the valley, and retaining water to preserve nature. According to the officers of the 
Environmental Administration, the Navigable Waterways Administration does not have any respect 
for the ecological agenda.  
 
The Environment Administration also had conflicts with other stakeholders in the valley, like the 
municipalities, the Drinking Water Company, hunters and farmers. This local history of conflicts 
between ecological and other interests in the valley has reinforced some of the stereotypes on both 
sides of the 'fence' that can be observed on a broader societal level. A local government, for instance, 
refers to the Environmental Administration as the "green boys" who are not realistic or pragmatic. 
The officers of the Environmental Administration describe the local governments as "incompetent" 
and "only interested in short term results".  
 
Initially the environmental officers assumed there was a lot of opposition to their initiative. This made 
them cautious and uncertain about how to handle a participatory process. The sectoral analysis and 
our own research, however, revealed that stakeholders were not as opposed to an ecological agenda as 
expected, that there was a lot of diversity among the members of stakeholder groups regarding their 
opinions and feelings in this respect. A number of stakeholders turned out to be allies. Some hunters, 
for instance, collaborate already with the local environmental group. A minority of the farmers 
promotes ecological tourism, supported by the environmental NGO. Local governments also stress 
that the environment is a very important aspect for them, but that the Environment Administration has 
to take other interests into consideration as well (e.g. industry). Even the Navigable Waterways 
Administration claims to be in favour of the ecosystem perspective.  
 
The Navigable Waterways Administration minimizes the conflicts that have occurred in the past (e.g. 
build illegal dams), but they do realize they have lost their credibility with the Environment 
Administration. The representative of Navigable Waterways told us: "At the time the river came to us 
on instruction of the Ministry of Agriculture, in the sixties, it was our task to straighten the course of 
the river in order to create more potential for farming. We have fulfilled that mission. The result was 
that the water is evacuated more quickly. Now there are different and good ideas. The Environment 
Administration says: 'Those people from Navigable Waterways have ruined everything.' But at the 
time the vision was totally different! That is not our fault. Our vision changed a little later than theirs, 
but it did change in the meantime. (…) The Nature Administration has a totally wrong image of us 
and how we are today. By the way, we have already put the new vision into practice, before this 
initiative started. We have, for instance, expropriated a number of illegal houses and made sure they 
were demolished." Due to a lack of communication between the two administrations, the Navigable 
Waterways Administration was perceived as the 'enemy' of the development planning initiative and 
was initially left out of the Daily Follow up Committee. In our feedback to the Daily Follow up 
Committee we pointed at this mutual process of stereotyping and the importance of communicating 
directly with all the stakeholders involved. As a consequence, the Environment Administration 
invited the Navigable Waterways which became part of the Daily Follow up Committee.  
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The identity of the Environment Administration is inspired by their conviction that the administration 
knows what is best for the public and has to defend the 'public interest'. This influences their view on 
who has to be directly involved or not. "We want to get away from taking into account local and 
individual interests that oppose general interests. It is not democracy, but otherwise you cannot 
achieve anything. (…) The local governments play an important role. I am a man of the 
administration. The governmental structures are the result of democracy. You have to deal with the 
representatives. I don't want to worry about all sorts of interest groups. The local governments are 
important. Everybody has to do his job. But in practice the local governments do not represent the 
interests of all societal groups."  Even within the Daily Follow up Committee however, not 
everybody shares the same vision on stakeholder participation and the barrier between the 
administration (“us”) and the societal interest groups (“them”). Another officer says: "I have the 
feeling that they consider the sectors as passive: let them talk and then they have to shut up. That's 
how you make them silent. In my experience they like to be actively involved. We have to hold on to 
that dynamic."  
 
Most stakeholders complain they are involved too late and the majority wishes to participate in the 
process. One of them says: "I have the impression that it is private business between the engineers 
and the administration. That is how I feel it. There is a lot of decadence, inertia and it is an arrogant 
administration". One local government expresses fear that groups holding other values than 
environmental will be left out: "It cannot be one-sided.  The valley is in the first place a natural 
reserve, but it also has other sides."  Another stakeholder fears: "The danger is that someone says: we 
know best". Most stakeholders perceive the initiative as a vehicle to push the environmental agenda. 
Some express their confusion about the structures and membership of the initiative and have no idea 
to which subsystem they belong and what is expected from them. 
 
The leading officers try to maintain rather rigid boundaries around the initiative, because of the “hard 
conditions” they perceive in the political and financial context frame of the study. But, as they enter 
into a participatory process, they perceive the need for a much more flexible and emergent approach, 
because of the unpredictable changes and results as a consequence of (uncontrollable) demands and 
initiatives of external stakeholders which become involved. A recurring question in the case under 
study related to this tension is: is it better to prepare a river valley development plan which is already 
as advanced as possible, before presenting and discussing it with the stakeholders (caring to have 
ready adequate answers to all questions that may be expected from the stakeholders)? Or is it better to 
involve the stakeholders right from the beginning in the development of such a plan, without knowing 
where this will lead? 
 
 
4.4 Evolution of interests, functions and strategies 
 
One of the main results highlighted by the participants of the workshop at the end of the case study 
was their increased awareness of the importance of relational and political aspects of a collaborative 
process in addition to the technical aspects. This social learning conclusion will be dealt with more in-
depth when we analyze the fostering mechanisms and barriers for social learning in the next sections 
of this report. 
 
Whereas at the start of the initiative most consulted actors did not consider the authority conflict 
between the Navigable Waterways and the Water administration as a really problematic issue for the 
initiative, one year later however, all the actors belonging to the Daily Follow up Commission 
indicate this conflict as one of the major obstacles to the success of the initiative.  Indeed the initiators 
seemed to trust that the authority of the river would be handed over to their administration in the 
course of the initiative. All now seem to accept a new political context in which there is no possibility 
that the authority over the river will be handed to the Water administration. This generates the 
challenge for the initiators of the study to produce a plan which will later be put in practice by another 
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administration with a different vision and different priorities than those orienting this study. As a 
result of an increase in the mutual acceptance of each other’s competencies and authority between the 
Navigable Waterways and the Environment Administration, one can observe a new working dynamic 
lately. Public officers from both administrations are sitting around the table and look through direct 
confrontations to an acceptable plan for both parts. 
  
As a consequence of this evolution, the officers in charge of the initiative feel pressure to leave 
behind the frames linked with integrated valley vision and nature conservation, and to focus more on 
the issue of flood prevention, prioritising economical, financial, political and technical feasibility 
considerations.  As we have explained in the section on framing and reframing, this change may 
distance some stakeholders in the future as their presence will become less relevant. At the start, there 
was active involvement and coordination (mainly through the Daily Follow up Commission) not only 
between the two initiating administrations (Nature and Water), but also with other administrations 
involved in related planning efforts, like the provincial sub-catchment plans and the integrated river 
catchment plans, and the Administration for Water Quality. After one year we observe that these 
administrations feel less involved than in the beginning, although they have not withdrawn formally. 
As the initiative makes progress, it generates more and more complex information. But as safety 
against flooding in the valley is not a priority for these administrations, this makes it harder for their 
representatives to keep in touch. 
 
So, the evolution regarding stakeholder participation in the course of the initiative cannot be 
evaluated in one judgment. On the one hand there are certainly some important stakeholders which 
are more motivated to be involved in the planning initiative than at the beginning (e.g. farmers, 
municipalities) as their stakes become more apparent. But the situation regarding other stakeholders is 
different, and for the Environmental Organization it is even just the opposite. They felt very involved 
in the initiative, even before it officially started, but they are relatively withdrawing from the process. 
One of their motives of their withdrawal is that they consider their ecological interests are defended 
by the Nature Administration. But the Environmental Organization complains also it does not have 
the necessary resources to participate actively in this process.  
 
 
4.5 Critical moments (turning points) analysis 
 
The critical moments constitute the turning points between the phases of the emergent process that we 
have described in section 3.1 of this report. 
 
The first phase ended with an informative session for the municipalities and for the Planning 
Committee (in which other administrations were represented). At that moment the members of the 
convening Daily Follow up Committee became aware that most stakeholders did not see the 
relevance of the valley development planning. The sectoral analysis was taken as an opportunity not 
only to receive information from external stakeholders, but also to give them information concerning 
the importance of the initiative. The consultants considered their personal conversations with the 
stakeholders for the sectoral analysis as very useful. One consultants mentioned a specific 
conversation with different representatives of a town as a “critical event” that determined the 
engagement of that town in the planning initiative from then on.  
 
By the end of the first phase our team for HarmoniCOP came in contact with the initiative and we 
started our research on participation in this initiative. This contributed to the active reflection by the 
core group of the Daily Follow up Committee (the “Petit Comité”) on their so-called “communication 
strategy” and the ways the different stakeholders should be involved. The transition from the second 
to the third phase was marked by a joint meeting of the Planning and Steering Committee. During this 
meeting specific “work groups” were announced to be started in which stakeholders could participate. 
 
With the results of the work groups the Daily Follow up Committee entered in a new way of 
functioning: consultants and public officers designed a scenario a “maximum scenario” for the river 
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valley, in which they tried to reconcile their environmental agenda with the concerns raised by the 
stakeholders. 
 
The public officers belonging to the Daily Follow-up commission pointed out a couple of these 
meetings, in which representatives of the Navigable Waterways Administration were actively present, 
as a new turning point in the planning initiative.. At these meetings the Navigable Waterways 
Administration explicitly expressed its opposition to the nature development vision fostered by the 
initiators of the study. At the same time the representatives explicitly stressed the legal authority of 
their administration over the river.  From that moment on the initiators of the study had to accept that 
the results of whatever future plan for the river would have to be approved by the legal authority over 
the river. This made them aware of the fact that they had to negotiate thoroughly with this 
administration.  
 
For the representatives of some stakeholders (e.g. farmers, environmentalists) the planning initiative 
has not yet reached its critical moment. It will become critical for them when decisions have to be 
taken regarding priorities, and when choices have to be made which can be beneficial or harmful for 
their interests. According to these external groups, the initiative has so far only generated information 
to support decision-making.  
 
 
4.6 Mechanisms that foster Social Learning 
 
• According to the participants of the workshop at the end of the case study, training programs and 

manuals with methodologies to design and facilitate large and diverse group interactions, for 
public officers in charge of organizing participatory processes, will contribute to transform 
multiparty initiatives in opportunities for Social Learning.  
 

• One of the main mechanisms highlighted by this case study consists in investing time and effort 
in bilateral meetings with stakeholders to inform them, focused on the topics of their interest and 
in a language that they can understand, and to listen to their needs and worries. In this case some 
stakeholder representatives that are important for the process, were visited separately more than 
once to explain and discuss with them those aspects that are most relevant for them. Through 
these direct contacts, for instance, the initiators became aware of the fact that farmers need 
financial compensation if their land is flooded on a regular basis This separate stakeholder 
consultation has to be complemented and alternated with multiparty interaction moments – 
which were lacking in quantity and quality in this case - because otherwise stakeholders do not 
have the opportunity to learn appreciating and taking into account the perspectives of other 
actors on the same situation.  
 

• Concrete positive experiences of integrated reframing which were satisfying for the involved 
parties are more convincing than general social theories. In our case for some of the involved 
actors the experience in a nearby river valley where nature conservation and flood regulation 
could be satisfactorily integrated, was very inspiring. Opportunities have to be looked for to 
transmit and share this experience with those actors involved in the current case that have not 
participated in the former successful case. 

 
• The combination of a high personal motivation and engagement with a high technical 

competence of the public officers in charge of the planning initiative in our case, contributed to 
create social learning opportunities with the necessary technical and social relevance. This 
applies especially for the coordinator of the initiative who coupled a strong personal commitment 
to his profound knowledge of the area under study. 

 
• The officers of the Nature and Water subdivisions of the Environment Administration gave 

evidence that jointly working out the general proposal and the technical specifications of the 
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planning study project, constituted the opportunity ‘par excellence’ for mutual learning and 
adjustment, before starting the joint coordination of the initiative, which was considered a 
successful experience. 

 
• Crisis moments may be necessary to motivate different social actors to engage in a joint 

initiative, and to give enough energy to that initiative for overcoming the barriers for multiparty 
actions (see next section). In our case the historically severe floods of the valley in 1998, 
constitute such an event which generated flood regulation as a bridging frame with which all the 
important actors could link. 

 
• Informal workgroups and field trips turned out to be generative occasions for social learning 

between different kinds of stakeholders, more than the formal consultation and decision 
mechanisms (see former section of this report). 

 
• The public officers learned through their experience in this case the importance of being clear on 

certain ground rules for the interaction between the different parties, right from the start of the 
process and to tune explicitly the expectations between initiators and stakeholders. 

 
 
4.7 Barriers to Social Learning 
 
• Partial framing by the convener:  

Although the Environment Administration, the convener of this case, presents the initiative as an 
integrated approach, in a first step it develops an “optimal vision” for the river valley in function of 
nature conservation. Then this vision is “toned down” to incorporate stakeholder aspirations. For most 
stakeholders ecological interests are too exclusively at the core of the study. Structuring a negotiation 
process with a “maximum” and “minimal” scenario has a strong polarizing effect on the actors. It 
divides them between defenders and opponents, favouring negative stereotyping of the other part. The 
coordinator justifies this with the argument that nature conservation is too important and someone has 
to defend ecological interest, because nature is never a priority in relation to other interests. This 
framing problem is related to the lack of distinction between the role of convener and being 
stakeholder and the difficulties when combining both roles. The Nature Administration finds itself 
wearing 'multiple hats': the officers have to co-ordinate the participative process and at the same time 
forcefully defend the interests of their Administration. Because of this they tend to lose credibility 
and are not perceived as 'neutral' facilitators of the process. Some stakeholders have the impression 
that the representatives of the Nature Administration use their position to push the 'green' agenda.  

 
• Controversy concerning the legal authority over the area under study.  

The convening organization, in charge of the technical studies (the regional Nature and Water 
Administration) does not have the legal authority over the river, which is under the authority of the 
Navigable Waterways Administration. This undermines the credibility of the initiative and the 
convening power of the Nature and Water Administration1. Until a couple of months ago the officers 
of the Nature and Water Administration were hopeful that the legal authority over the river would be 
passed over to their administration. However, the former minister responsible for the Nature and 
Water Administration and promoting strongly the environmental approach of the initiative, belonged 
to the Green party, which was swept away in the 2003 national elections.  As a consequence this legal 
transfer now seems more unlikely than ever and stakeholders became even more sceptical towards the 
environmental proposals of the Environment Administration. The public officers of the Environment 

                                                      
1  Two members of the Navigable Waterways Administration were also invited for the final workshop 
at the end of the case study, but they excused their absence, and so they do not take part in the 
reflection on Social Learning. 
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Administration lacked the lobbying skills to guarantee the necessary political support for their 
initiative in these changing circumstances. 
 
• Lack of adequate timing and budgeting.  

Before starting a participatory process, there was no realistic estimation of what this implies in terms 
of (human and financial) means, to guarantee their disposability. 
 
To take into account adequately the farmers’ interests and to involve them in the initiative, a specific 
study on farming issues was foreseen. However as the funding of this additional study was not 
allocated in time, the results of it will only be known as the planning process is already well (too) 
advanced. 

 
• Starting from technical models.  

For instance, the workgroup “hydrology” had as its starting point abstract water models and 
scenario’s which are not so appealing for stakeholders as for instance the “vision on recreation”, with 
which the workgroup “recreation” started. In the latter case this vision is based on principles that can 
be discussed among the participants, and then applied to a territory. In the first case the model is just a 
formal representation of a territorial reality. 
 
• Unfavourable organizational and administrative culture in Flanders for a collaborative way of 

working.  
There is not yet much tradition of stakeholder organizations that are adequately organized and that 
have representatives who take up an active role and give feedback to their constituencies.  
Representatives receiving an invitation do not pass it to their colleagues, even if they are not 
personally interested or in the possibility to assist. Another question is how representative the 
participants in the Committees are and if they defend the interests of their constituencies or just their 
own personal interests. Stakeholder representatives are often not in a position in their organization to 
take decisions. There are frequent shifts in representatives. Another difficulty is that some 
representatives do not have the time to be present during meetings, because the study is not a priority 
for them. Stakeholder representatives do not have the time or resources necessary to represent their 
organizational stake. 

 
• High number of participants, especially in the formal stakeholder meetings.  

This complicates direct interaction among the participants. The Daily Follow up Committee 
considered the meetings of the Planning and Steering Committee as occasions to transmit information 
in a unilateral way, while the interesting discussions take place in the smaller and more informal 
workgroups. The public officers lack design and facilitation skills to work with large and diverse 
groups. 

 
• Splitting up of the multiparty process between formal decision and informal negotiations. 

Various participants in the formal negotiation and decision groups (Planning and Steering 
Committees), officially representing the stakeholders, are not the same as those participating in the 
informal workgroups. As we have seen in the former section in the workgroups there is much more 
opportunity for exchange and reframing favouring social learning among its participants. As a 
consequence of this split the formal representatives do not even understand the information they 
receive in the meetings of those Committees.  

 
• Complexity of the information and inadequacy of the IC tools for stakeholders. 

Various participants of the workgroups can not read correctly the plans, which are the basic tools to 
focus the discussions. As a consequence they are not able to express their opinion. This difficulty is 
dealt with more in detail in another section of this report dedicated to the role of IC-tools. 
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• Contradictory expectations among the stakeholders of the way they want to be involved in the 
initiative.  

Various stakeholders expressed the expectation to be actively involved right from the beginning and 
at the same time they expected advanced proposals from the administration. The officers in charge of 
the initiative in general tend to respond to the last of both contradictory expectations, that is to gather 
information and to develop solutions before starting negotiations with the stakeholders.  
 
• Unclear status of the initiative.  

To what extent will the plan that is developed be implemented? Is it 'just a plan' or is it the blue print 
for future developments in the area? What is the legal basis of the study? Because the project is about 
a 'plan' and intentions, most stakeholders do not feel concerned or threatened by the study. One 
interviewee observes: "You have to watch out that such a study does not become occupational 
therapy!"  
 
• Difficulties related to the lack of process orientation of the actors involved.  

Although some actors in this case, especially among the members of the Daily Follow up Committee 
showed a real interest to reflect on the process aspects, this happened only when we (HarmoniCOP 
researchers) brought it under their attention. The public officers tend to focus on the technical content 
of the initiative. 
 
• Difficulties to shift from a unilateral controlling to a multiparty emergent approach.   

Although the leading actors were very interested in a multiparty collaborative perspective, they seem 
reluctant to loosen control over the process and to open up the boundaries of the group to involve 
other perspectives. Several members of the Daily Follow up Committee are uncertain about opening 
up the debate in direct interaction with a wide group of stakeholders. It makes them feel uneasy. "I 
have little experience in opening up the process.",  "Listening to everybody's opinion and to opposing 
expectations. That has to happen in the Steering Group and Planning Group together. My question is 
how you canalize the reactions? I don't know how to deal with this 
 
• Administrative procedures restricting the emergent nature of a collaborative process 

The tender of the planning initiative defined the procedures and results in advance. This makes it 
harder for the actors to engage in an open and flexible process, even if they would like to.  
 
• Exclusion of important considerations of an initiative. 

In this case the Environment Administration did not take into account costs and technical feasibility 
of the interventions in the development planning. Water quality is also a minor issue in the initiative. 
As a consequence the representatives of the Navigable Waterways had the opinion that the initiators 
were only dreaming and that their plan were not realistic 
. 
• Lack of opportunities for direct interaction and exchange between the representatives of different 

stakeholders. 
Participation in this case was realized mostly through bilateral consultation. This enhances the risk of 
being confronted as a public administration with a sum of incompatible desires towards the valley. 
The meetings of the Planning and Steering Committees were so scarce – almost every six months – 
that their members have forgotten mostly of what has been discussed in the former meeting before a 
new meeting takes place. 
 
 
4.8 Specific role of IC Tools 
 
According to the public officers there are so many considerations to be taken into account in a valley 
development plan, and these considerations are technically so complex that they are difficult to 
communicate to the public. Especially environmental considerations are hard to be understood by 
local actors, as the natural environment is a complex and interrelated system. Local stakeholders do 
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often not appreciate fully the relevance of certain local interventions, which are only relevant on a 
larger scale, like for instance protection measures for a bird species habitat.  
 
This question raises a more general tension in this kind of environmental multiparty initiatives on the 
relationship between expert knowledge and local knowledge. Knowledge and solutions are never just 
instrumental, but that they have always implicit value judgments. Technical knowledge is 
instrumental in function of certain interests. When these implicit interests cannot be communicated to 
the public and be debated by the public, we face a “technocratic” decision-making process in which 
specialists decide for the public without public consent. Generating informed public debates requires 
efforts, not only from the experts, to translate their knowledge in an understandable language, but also 
from the stakeholders, to try to understand what is precisely at stake in the proposed technical 
solutions. Technical knowledge has first to be translated in such a way that it becomes understandable 
and relevant for specific stakeholders. GIS and other visual tools may be helpful, but sometimes a site 
visit or a field trip may be even more helpful for this purpose. It enables people to observe in a 
concrete setting to which level the water may rise after a specific proposed intervention.  
 
Due to a technocratic vision on environmental planning a communication policy towards the 
stakeholders and the broader public was not foreseen in the specifications of the initiative under 
study. As a consequence, at the beginning of the initiative all the parties involved focused on the 
technical execution of the study and tended to neglect this aspect. We started our case study on 
“participation” half a year after the start of the initiative. Our conversations with the officers in charge 
of the initiative, contributed to their awareness of the importance of thoughtful communication. At 
that point they engaged in a reflection on which communication strategy to use.  
 
One year later we observe that different stakeholders are much more informed and aware of the 
importance of the study, and of the possible impact/relevance of the study for their lives or business. 
The most effective communication (according to public officers and stakeholder representatives) has 
taken place in information sessions in which a reduced number of representatives of one stakeholder 
group participated or in individual interviews with stakeholder representatives (sectoral analysis, 
farmers’ study). Although the main explicit objective of this last mechanism is to obtain rather than to 
give information, it turns out to be an excellent opportunity to engage in two-way communication.  
 
The initiators intended to communicate information about the study through existing newsletters of 
municipalities and of social (environmental) organizations active in the area. After one year, however, 
it turned out that none of these ideas were carried out. The initiators were mainly occupied with 
technical solutions and the authority conflict between different administrative bodies. 
 
Although our evaluation of this initiative may sound critical, we want to highlight that most actors 
involved praise the communication strategy of the study. In comparison with similar initiatives in 
Flanders this study was characterized by a genuine collaboration between different administrations, 
listening to the preoccupations and aspirations of different stakeholder groups and the transparent 
nature of their communication of plans and the possible consequences. 
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5   General Reflections  
 
Theoretical framework 
 
Concept of Social Learning 
The conceptual framework of HarmoniCOP for Social Learning turned out to be very useful as well 
for the researchers as for the actors involved, to get feedback and to reflect on the social process 
characteristics of the initiative. The Social Learning dimensions were underlying the observation and 
interview templates of the researchers. The questions posed by the researchers were never considered 
by the actors as irrelevant. On the contrary the framework generated opportunities to talk about issues 
that are experienced as very important but that generally are not dealt with explicitly. 
 
As researchers we learnt how closely interrelated are the different “dimensions” of Social Learning, 
distinguished by the HarmoniCOP framework, like framing/reframing, role definitions and boundary 
management. In fact each of these dimensions helps to clarify and further develop process 
characteristics that are already identified by the other dimensions. 
 
Importance of stakeholder involvement 
The convener of the initiative under study, the Environment Administration, was already interested 
from the beginning in a participatory approach, although they were extremely cautious to put it in 
practice. These actors that were interested in stakeholder involvement strengthened their conviction 
about the importance of it and could generate important lessons about how to put it in practice. Other 
actors, who did not share that positive interest in stakeholder involvement from the beginning, did 
almost not engage in the participatory process and did not draw to the same lessons concerning Social 
Learning. 
 
Sustainability paradigm 
For the public officers of the Environment Administration “sustainability” was an important paradigm 
to frame their ideas and plan interventions in the valley. Sustainability for them is about long term 
general interest, and they consider that their administration is best placed to represent and defend it, in 
coalition with the environmental NGO’s, against the selfish and short term demands of other 
particular interest groups. They argue that the environmental sector is weak compared to other 
sectors, because it does not generate direct economical benefits and therefore it can not generate a 
strong political basis as other interests do: “Plants and wild life can not vote as farmers and hunters 
can”.  
 
For different actors sustainability means different things, it is related with different actions and has 
different connotations. “It is a common misunderstanding among the farmers that we want to make 
beggars of them. But we have developed alternatives for a more sustainable agriculture in the valley. 
And we even found a couple of farmers willing to start up a flock of sheep. But then the other farmers 
think on a panhandler…”, tells a representative of the environmental NGO. Environmental activists 
observe that other social groups, like farmers, can not accept and identify with the so-called 
sustainability solutions for them that are developed without them. They wrongly interpret this denial 
as a rejection of the whole sustainability paradigm by the other groups. The Environmental officers 
were positively surprised to hear about the diversity in other interest groups regarding their attitude 
towards sustainability.  
 
IC-tools and Social Learning 
As there were no actors in the initiative focused on exploring new possibilities of IC-tools to enhance 
two-way communication among the involved actors involved, tools were generally inserted in the 
process for “traditional” uses, to diagnose and eventually communicate in a one-way direction. The 
complexity and abundance of the information generated the need for special efforts to selectively 
translate it to specific interest groups, otherwise they risk to be less informed by the overload of 
information. 
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Case study results 
 
Looking at decision making in the Flemish case under study, it seems that there is a kind of 
“consultative participation” but not yet a real participatory approach, as at the end of the process there 
is still a political decision taken by the Minister. However, from an organizational process point of 
view a decision is not taken at one moment, but it grows in the course of a process. Participation is 
not a question of all or nothing, there maybe an evolution towards more involvement of stakeholders 
in the process, while the final decision is still being legally sanctioned by a Minister. If there is broad 
involvement, however, this creates a societal platform which increases the chance for successful 
implementation 
 
Consequences of Social Learning in terms of institutional change and decision making: 
Although the actors involved in the initiative underscore the importance of the learning conclusions 
of this case, they consider that they are not in a position from where they can really influence 
institutional practices. One of the weak points of the initiative and of this case study is their relatively 
weak integration in the broader institutional context. This is expressed for instance by the low 
participation of external actors in the workshop about Public Participation and Social Learning at the 
end of this case study. During this workshop the participants reflected about concrete actions to be 
undertaken to feed back the learning conclusions of this case study to persons who can really impact 
the future (inter-)institutional practice, and they engaged in some concrete actions to contribute to it 
(see SH workshop report). 
 
Concrete Social Learning results of this initiative: 
The participants of the stakeholder workshop underscored the importance of relational and 
communication aspects besides technical considerations for water management as an important lesson 
for them from this case. However this learning was restricted to some of the members of the core 
group in this initiative. 
 
The officers of different subdivisions of the Environment Administration learned to work together on 
a joint project. They confirmed it was for them a first and unique experience that certainly will 
contribute to similar experiences in the future. The Environment and Navigable Waterways 
Administration, despite their conflicts in the past, started to work together trying to reach a joint plan. 
This is even more than the former point a first experience for the involved parties. Although there is 
still a long way to go to reach a plan with which both actors can agree and with which they can 
identify – a result which is all but evident to reach – the acceptance of each others frames and the 
willingness to try to take it into account is an important Social Learning outcome in itself. 
 
Public Participation in this case is mostly restricted to informing and consultation. The officers of the 
Environment Administration accept the necessity to negotiate their priorities with other societal 
demands and needs. However in general they prefer to limit this public debate to other 
administrations and local governments, although they are aware that often these actors represent the 
variety of societal interests in a weak way.  
 
Main potentialities and pitfalls: 
These potentialities and pitfalls are extensively presented in the sections 4.6 and 4.7. of this report. 
Social process facilitation skills to design and coordinate interactions with large and diverse groups, 
turned out to be one of the main capacities to be developed among the main actors involved in this 
initiative As a consequence of the stakeholder workshop, a document with training possibilities for 
public officers, related to these competences was developed by the researchers and returned to be 
transmitted to the services responsible for the professional training of public officers. 
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Generalization potential 
 
Helpful for WFD implementation 
Public officers in charge of catchment planning for the Water framework Directive participated in the 
execution of the initiative under study as well as in the stakeholder workshop, and found the learning 
conclusions of this case relevant for their practice. However as the participation of WFD-related 
public officers in this case was restricted to few persons that are not in influential positions in the 
administration, their feedback may be not enough to impact the implementation of the WFD in 
Flanders. 
 
Representative for national problems 
According to the interviewees the kind of problems and bottlenecks found in this case are typical and 
representative for this kind of initiatives in Flanders. However the officers in charge of the execution 
of the initiative underlined also the novelty of some of the practices: the joint development and 
coordination between two different administrations, the transparent information to external actors 
even before definitive results and decisions have been taken, the stakeholder involvement beyond the 
formal procedures, etc. 
 
Relevance for other policies 
One of the core conclusions of the stakeholder workshop was that the process learning can and should 
be applied not only to the development of river catchments, but to all territorially based resource 
management practices, where multiple social actors and interests are at stake, like spatial planning, 
land use, erosion, natural reserves, recreational development, etc. 
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Appendix A: Templates 
 
Level of involvement and tools used 
 

Phase of process where used Level of 
involvement/ 
Participation 

PP Methods/ Techniques 

1 2 3 4 5 

2.1 Leaflets/Brochures  X X X  
2.2 Mailings X X X X  
2.3 Media e.g. press releases 
or conferences 

  X X  

2.4 Specific Information 
centres 

     

2.5 Repositories e.g. 
libraries, town halls 

   X  

2.6 (Travelling) Exhibitions      
2.7 Information hot-
lines/contact persons 

 X X X  

2.8 Open house      
2.9 Field trips      
2.10 Briefings (at other 
conferences, associations, 
etc.) 

     

2.11 Internet and other ICT 
Tools (see later template) 

     

2.12 Cultural events      

Information 
Supply 

2.13 Other (please list): 
ppt 

X X    

Consultation 2.14 Reply forms      
       

2.15 Opportunity for written 
comment 

 X    

2.16 Public hearings and 
meetings 

     

2.17 Interviews  X    
2.18 Opinion polls      
2.19 ‘Stakeholder analysis’  X    
2.20 Gaming      
2.21 Internet discussions      

 

2.22 Advisory 
commissions/boards or focus 
groups 

  X X  

2.23 Methods 2.4, 2.6, 2.7, 
2.8, 2.9, 2.10 and 2.11 could 
be used in this context as 
well (please state if this is the 
case)  

     Participation in 
planning and 
implementation 

2.24 Other (please list)      
Discussion 2.25 Small group meetings 

(e.g. workshops, roundtables, 
brainstorming sessions, etc.) 

  X   
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2.26 Large group meetings, 
involving splitting up into 
smaller groups (e.g. working 
groups, open space meetings) 
2.27 Methods 2.8, 2.9, 2.10, 
2.11, 2.20 and 2.22 may also 
be used in this context 
(please state if this is the 
case) 

 

2.28 Other (please list) 

     

2.29 Negotiations e.g. 
resulting in ‘voluntary 
agreement’ 
2.30 Stakeholders 
represented in governing 
bodies 
2.31 Methods 2.26 and 2.27 
(please state if this is the 
case) 

Shared 
decision-
making 

2.32 Other (please state) 

  X   

2.33 Water users’ 
associations and other NGOs 
performing public functions 
2.34 Popular initiatives  
2.35 Methods 2.26 and 2.27 
(please state if this is the 
case) 

Self 
Determination 

2.36 Other (please state) 
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ICT Tools template 
 
ICT tools used and phase in process when used 
(- Types of tools as listed by WP3) 
 

Phase of the process where used Objectives and description of how 
used  

ICT Tool 

1 
 

2 3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

 
 

3.1 Questionnaire  X    As basis for face-to-face interviews 
 

3.2 Opinion polls       
 

3.3 3D landscape 
scale model 

      
 

3.4 More general 
maps (aerial photos, 
satellite imagery, 
perspective views) 

  X   GIS-maps indicating bottlenecks 

3.5 Paper model 
(e.g. diagram, mental 
map, actor mapping, 
systematic poll, etc.) 

      

3.6 Movie       
 

3.7 Role game       
 

3.8 Board game       
 

3.9 Internet (if used 
for two-way 
communication, e.g. 
electronic poll, on-
line meeting) 

      

3.10 Interactive 
board (to display 
digital information, 
record 
writing/drawing) 

      

3.11 Information 
system (tool to 
organise the 
information) 

      

3.12 Spreadsheet 
(e.g. Excel) 

      

3.13 GIS X X X X  Used throughout the process to organize 
and represent information to different 
types of actors 
 

3.14 Visualization 
tool 

      

3.15 Scenario tools   X   Model calculations for different 
scenarios: evaluate consequences of 
different measures on ground water 
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model, surface water model and 
combination of both; as well in case of 
high water (flood prevention) as in case 
of low water (drying up and nature 
impoverishment) 
 

3.16 Multicriteria 
analysis tool 

      

3.17 Simulation tool   X   The OPD model (a combined hydraulic 
and ground water model) is a  
refinement of an existing model on 
catchment level for the Demer, to 
evaluate and predict floodings. 
The ground water model (with GMS 
software of Environmental Model 
Systems) is a kind of MODFLOW2000 
program). 
 

3.18 Decision 
support system 

  X   Developed by Institute for Nature 
Conservation, to support visioning 
process:  starting from ecologically 
optimal scenario, looking for 
consequences of different measures and 
plans 

 
 


