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ABSTRACT. Finding a place for public participation in the policies and practices of European river basin
management planning is a challenge for the authorities in the participating countries and territories.
Understanding therel ation between national culture, the historical and political differencesintherespective
countries, and their practical experience with participation is considered important to support the
implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive. Knowledge and understanding of thisrelation is
important to provide a context and basis from which new participatory practices can be designed and
experiences evaluated and to identify conditions necessary for social learning. Within the context of the
Harmoni COP project, such a study was undertaken in the form of a National Approach and Background
study, which examined and evaluated both historical and recent experiences that exist across Europe in
relation to public participation and water management as it is today. We draw upon the findings of the
Harmoni COP national reports to identify common features and cultural differences. We depart from the
traditional ideational concept of culture asalong-lasting system of perceptions, beliefs, norms, and values
to provide a detailed discussion of the practices in four countries. We demonstrate that cultureisjust one
of the factors that explain the differences in national approaches to public participation and argue that
culture perceived as amore dynamic, integrated, adaptive socio-cultural system in which groups of actors

create new frames, norms, and routines is a more promising road for further research.
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Environmental management policies in Europe
stretch back over past decades, whereaspoliciesthat
explicitly recognize the need for the promotion of
public participation in environmental management
have only been implemented in more recent years.
The ambitiously formulated public participation
provisions of the European Water Framework
Directive (WFD) need to be considered in the
context of international and European developments
that advocate the involvement of a wide range of
actors in decision making in natural resource
management. Considerable advancements have
taken place in recent years, these were most
prominently taken up by the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe Aarhus
Convention on Access to Information, Public
Participation in Decision-making, and Access to
Justice in Environmental Matters, which entered

into force in 2001 (http://www.unece.org/env/pp/do
cuments/cep43e.pdf). Thisconvention providesfor
fairly detailed provisons to ensure the public
participation rightsof individual sand organizations
according to three distinct “pillars’: access to
environmental information; public participation in
decisions on specific activities, particularly plans,
programs, and policies relating to the environment;
and accessto justice.

Individual nations have considerably different
public participation problems and approaches. This
was particularly evident during negotiationsamong
the European countries leading up to the
devel opment of the WFD (Scott and Holder 2006);
there was differing support for the public
participation provisions of the WFD among the
member states. Considering the significantly
different historical, political, and cultura
backgrounds and experiences of the member states,
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considerabl e challengesin implementing the public
participation requirements were to be expected. At
the same time, cooperation between nations in
relation to transboundary basins is necessary to
deliver the objectivesof theWFD. Thisexplainsthe
importance focusing on understanding broad
national cultural trends and (sub)cultures that have
distinguished or united nations and continue to do
0.

Most research on the meaning of culture for
participation in decision-making processes has
focused on participative decision making, adomain
that is almost exclusively devoted to the business
realm. These studies have mainly focused on the
behaviorsthat are necessary to become a successful
business partner (e.g., Hofstede 1991, 2001, Bass
1996, Heller et al. 1998) and on managing diversity
in business environments (e.g., Harvey and Allard
2002). With respect to the businessrealm, Hofstede
(2001:109) argues, “ One cannot write meaningfully
about organizational participation without embedding
it within a national cultural context.” Here, we
explore whether the same holds for public
participation in river basin management. Because
little research hasbeen done on this specific subject,
we are well aware that our research is exploratory
in character. Moreover, the data collected by the
HarmoniCOP national reports on river basin
management are historically and ethnographically
comparative in character, rather than quantitative.
Consequently, we present our findings and
recommendations as hypotheses, rather than
conclusions, regarding design requirements for
public participation in river basin management.

The Harmoni COP national reports collected agreat
deal of the knowledge and experience on public
participation in river basin management planning
that is enshrined within the histories of the nine
participating European countries of the HarmoniCOP
project: Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy,
the Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland, and the UK.
These experiences were described and analyzed in
the National Approach and Background studies of
public participation in river basin management
planning in Europe (Enserink et al. 2003, lijas and
Botond 2003, Kampa et a. 2003, Lebourhis 2003,
Maestu 2003, Massarutto et al. 2003, Simeoni 2003,
Tunstall and Green 2003, Van Rossen 2003). The
national reports provide insights into the national
public participatory experiences and traditions and
the influences of institutional, legal, cultural, and
geographical/physical factors on river basin
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management planning. Collectively, they provide a
basisfor comparing and understanding the different
political and historical trendsof public participation
inriver basin management planning that exist across
Europe.

A jointly created terms-of-reference document
provided guidance for the national teams (http://ww
w.harmonicop.uos.de/). The terms of reference
provided standardized research criteriathat allowed
the effective and consistent comparison of the
different national approaches and theidentification
of the underlying reasons for these differences.
Important research assignments in the terms of
reference were the description of significant
historical facts, political culture, policy support,
institutional setting, and the country’s experience
with public participation, especially public
participation in river basin management. From the
start, it was clear that on-line research or literature
reviews alone would not suffice and needed to be
supplemented by on-site research and face-to-face
interviews to enrich the context of the individual
studies. A synthesisreport (Patel and Stel 2004) was
compiled with the specific aim of organizing and
highlighting common features and cultural
differences, as well as drawing together other key
considerations presented within the nineindividual
reports. The comparison, analysis, and synthesis of
national experiences also served a very practical
purpose because many European river basins are
transboundary basins, requiring far-reaching
international cooperation, especialy in the area of
public participation. The development of
cooperation will be helped greatly by the increased
knowledge and understanding of the different
national and regional approaches to public
participation and their cultural backgrounds and
contexts.

In the next two sections, we define and delineate the
concepts of public participation and culture. We
then draw from the findings of some of the
HarmoniCOP national reports, by honoring
historical roots, we attempt to frame differencesin
national practiceswithin cultural theory. Inthefinal
section, we formulate some conclusions and
recommendations for the implementation of the
WFD based on the acquired insights.
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PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

Public participation may be defined as the
involvement of individuals and groups that are
positively or negatively affected by or areinterested
in aproposed intervention, e.g., aproject, program,
plan, or policy, that is subject to a decision-making
process (André et a. 2006). Public participation is
both a prerequisite and an element of good
governance and the sustainable management of
natural resources (UNESCA P 2005, Enserink 2006,
Enserink and Koppenjan 2007). Severa international
organizations provide extensive guidance, rules of
engagement, best practices principles, and core
values for the practice of public participation (e.g.,
International Association for Public Participation,

http://www.iap2.org/; International Association for
Impact Assessment, http://www.iaia.org/; TheWo-
rld Bank handbook on public participation, http:/rr
u.worldbank.org/Toolkits/PublicPrivatedial ogue/).

Public participation and culture are intertwined;
national, local, and professional cultures and their
formal institutions co-determine the level and
methods of public participation. Although
management scholars recognize the sociocultural
environment as one of the most influential factors
that explains how culture affects behavior in
organizational settings (Almond and Verba 1963,
Sagie and Aycan 2003), relatively little systematic
research has been done to examine the relation
between culture and public participation in natural
resource management.

CULTURE

One of the earliest definitions of culture was given
by Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952:181): “Culture
consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for
behavior acquired and transmitted by symbols,
constituting the distinctive achievements of human
groups, including their embodimentsinartifacts; the
essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e.,
historically derived and selected) ideas and
especialy their attached values.” In the literature,
the coreideasand attached valuesare often depicted
as the deep layers and the visible outside,
respectively, of an onion (Hofstede et al. 1990,
Sanders and Neuijen 1999). The elements in each
layer may change over time, but the deeper core
values often are stable across generations and
relatively impermeable to the passage of time
(Hofstede 2001, Rao 2002). In the same tradition,
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Schein (1992) identified three distinct levels in
organizational cultures: artifacts and behaviors,
espoused values, and assumptions.

Keesing (1974) distinguished between cultureasan
ideational system and culture as an integrated
adaptive socio-cultural system. The former case
refers to perceptions, beliefs, and norms; cultureis
viewed asarel atively stableconcept that stemsfrom
early socialization in childhood and at school (e.g.,
Hofstede 1991) and isboth an individual and social
phenomenon. AccordingtoLie (2003, inpress), this
type of socio-psychological approach uses mainly
quantitative methods to search for collective
characteristics and universal generalizations to
facilitate comparative research. The latter case
refersto social group characteristicsthat result from
the interaction of the group’s members; it is a
dominant perspective in anthropological theories
and schools. In this case, culture as an integrated
system is acharacteristic of agroup, which may be
much smaller than society as a whole. Because
people can participate in different groups, they can
also participate in different cultures.

The main category for analysis in the ideationalist
approach is the nation state. In western European
ideologies, nation is defined as a political
community of individual citizens enjoying equal
rightsby virtue of their permanent attachment to the
given state’ s territory (Amato and Batt 1999). The
ideationalist concept of culture is rather static,
although changes do occur, as indicated by
international comparativetrend studiesby Inglehart
and Welzel (2005). The Cultural Map of the World
(http://margaux.grandvinum.se/SebT est/wvs/articles
folder_published/article _base 54) showsworldwide
movement toward a more secul ar-rational and self-
expression oriented cultural orientation. Inglehart
and Welzel claim that their World Values Surveys (
http://margaux.grandvinum.se/SebTest/wvs/index_surveys
) provide a comprehensive measurement of all
major areas of human concern, from religion to
politics to economic and socia life, based on just
two dimensions: traditional/secul ar-rational values
and survival/self-expression values.

However, Hofstede (1991) stressed that culture
should strictly be considered in the context of
societies, rather than nations. This is particularly
important because each society or group hasitsown
(sub)culture. Inhabitants of one country do not
necessarily form one group with its own culture.
Also, other groups such aslocal groups, disciplines,
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and organizations possess such (sub)cultures.
Similarly, Pahl-Wostl et a. (2007) argue that the
identity or carrier of aculturemay differ, e.g., nation
state, region, societal group, or corporation. They
state that the carrier of a culture is not necessarily
identical with al of the people that share the same
nationality and point out that regional cultures
transcend national boundaries.

In practice, in the case studies presented in each of
the Harmoni COP national reports, neither cultural
dynamics nor intercultural communication were at
the heart of these mostly historical institutional
analyses. Consequently, it is the extent to which
traditional historical values and institutions and
their embedded (national) culturesco-determinethe
new public participation culture in international
river basin management that was central to our
enquiry.

Although we argue for awareness of regiona
cultural differences and dynamics, we chose to use
Hofstede's (1991, 2001) dimensions of national
culturesto frametheroleof (national) cultureinthe
analysis of the various national experiences with
public participation in different countries.
Hofstede's (1991, 2001) dimensions, which we
describe in the next section, provide a framework
for comparing broader national cultures that fits
better to our empirical material than do the two
dimensionsof Inglehart and Welzel (2005). Our aim
was not to decide what isthe best conceptualization
of culture, but the concept was necessary to help in
theformulation of design requirementsfor effective
participation and international cooperation in river
basin management. WeuseHofstede' s(1991, 2001)
dimensions and the scores of various countries on
his dimensions (http://www.geert-hofstede.com/ge
ert_hofstede resources.shtml) to corroborate our
empirical findings. The point to appreciate here is
the importance of a cultural focus in the
consideration of river basin management planning
at multiple scaleswithin and between countries. We
could also have used the Inglehart and Welzel
(2005) approach, as used in the World Vaues
Surveys, but that would have restricted us to a
distinction between catholic and protestant, which
isnot relevant because most countriesin our sample
have mixed populations and score relatively high
on the secular-rational axis. Such a pragmatic,
opportunistic, or strategic use can belegitimized by
referring to Smircich (1983) and Allaire and
Firsirotu (1984), who promoted the culture concept
and cultural theories as a source of inspiration for
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management and organizational theories. Hofstede
(1991, 2001) uses five dimensions to classify
countries and make cultural differences tangible:

« Power distance, which is expressed as the
power distance index. It is a measure of the
degree of equality or inequality in a society;

« Individualism/collectivism, which indicates
whether individual or collective rights are
prominent;

« Masculinity, which is the degree to which
society reinforces the traditional masculine
work role model of mae achievement,
control, and power;

« Uncertainty avoidance, which isthe level of
tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity. If it
Is high, a country has a low tolerance for
uncertainty and ambiguity andisruleoriented
to reduce the amount of uncertainty; thisis
typical of Catholic countries; and

+ Long-term orientation, which reflects the
degree to which society embraces long-term
devotion to tradition versusforward-thinking
values. If itislow, change can occur rapidly.

As Schein (1992) pointed out, one should bear in
mind that only statements on specific elements or
dimensions of culture can be made, and culture
cannot be explained as an entity. For practical
reasons, we focused on the UK, the Netherlands,
and Germany. One of the cases treated in the
Netherlands report was transboundary and thus
involved Belguim. We also discussthe Spain report
because Spain and Germany have a comparable
history of radical political/system change. These
five countries were assigned scores for Hofstede's
fivedimensions (Table 1).

CHARACTERISTICSOF PUBLIC
PARTICIPATION IN FOUR EUROPEAN
COUNTRIES

Although it did not really become manifest
officially until the 20th century, public participation
was evident in European water management and
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Table 1. Country scores for Hofstede' s five cultural dimensions. Source: http://www.geert-hofstede.com/

geert_hofstede resources.shtmil.

Cultura dimension

Power distance  Individualism/  Uncertaintyavoidance Masculinity — Long-term orientation
collectivism
United Kingdom 35 89 35 66 25
Netherlands 38 80 53 14 44
Germany 35 67 65 66 31
Spain 57 51 86 42 no data
Belgium 65 75 94 54 no data

planning practices much earlier. The Netherlands
and Spain provide good examples in which water
management has been of vital significance
historically because of specific environmental
conditions, i.e., the threat of flooding and water
scarcity, respectively. In both countries, the
importance of public participation has been
recognized for centuries and has resulted in
ingtitutionalized systems for the collective
management of water resources (Enserink et al.
2003, Maestu 2003). In some other EU countries
such as Italy, the UK, France, and Belgium, and
especialy in the newly joining countries, public
participation has only become more evident over
the past few decades (Patel and Stel 2004). The UK
is historically characterized by centralized
ingtitutionsand decisionsmadelargely at thecentral
government level (Tunstall and Green 2003). In
Germany, attention for public participation in the
management of public goods began at the turn of
the 20th century and grew toitscurrent statusduring
the period of industrialization. According to Kampa
et a. (2003), in the 1970s, increased public
awareness of the negative effects of river pollution
resulted in extensive environmental legislation that
served to increase public participation, creating a
more favorable climate for the development of
environmental stakeholder groups in Germany.
Highly interestingin Germany arethe historical and
political differences between the former East and
West Germany. In the Netherlands, a great deal of

attention was first given to public participation in
the 1960s because of building public pressure. This
was predominantly fuelled by the view of public
participation asameanstoimprovedecision making
andincreasethelegitimacy of public policy making.
Comparable mechanisms can be observed
elsewhere such as in Hungary, although there, the
recognition of public participation only came about
in the 1980s (ljjas and Botond 2003). Other
important drivers were the fear of natura
environmental disasters(e.g., in Switzerland) or the
recognition of the key importance to economic
modernization of the maintenance and protection of
water resources (Simeoni 2003).

United Kingdom

IntheUK, it hasnot been until themost recent policy
initiative, the Catchment Abstraction Management
Strategy (CAMYS), that convincing effortsto support
stakeholder involvement could be identified.
Although still initsearly stages, the CAMSaimsto
provideaconsi stent and structured approachtolocal
water resource management, providing apromising
alternative to past approaches, as well as valuable
experience in establishing and working with
stakehol der groupswithin the Environment Agency
(Tunstall and Green 2003). In many ways, the
CAMS guidance could serve as a model for the
Water Framework Directive (WFD) process.
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Nevertheless, the CAMStill failsto meet al of the
requirements set by the WFD; for instance, the
requirement for the active involvement of
stakeholdersisstill relatively weak. However, more
dynamic, innovative, and interactive participatory
experiences have been supported and facilitated
through such policiesasLocal Agenda21 (Tunstall
and Green 2003).

TheUK isanexampleof astrong centralized system
within which direction and control is contained
within the confines of the central government,
leaving very little power for decision making,
action, and revenues at the local level. According
to Lutz and Linder (2002), such a system simply
defiestheneed for participatory arrangementsat the
local level. Moreover, increased privatization inthe
UK duringthe1980sand 1990sresultedinincreased
obtacles for public participation in that the citizen
becamethecustomer. Thus, whenthewater industry
was privatized, the public was converted from a
client of a public service to an actual customer of
profit-making corporations. Ultimately, this
redefinition of the citizen prevented the public from
having any involvement in the decision-making
process. Further analysis of the political system in
the UK revedls that certain features constrain the
ability of the UK to easily adopt the structures
necessary for public participation. The UK remains
committed to itslegacy of having invented modern
democracy and is particularly proud of its
representative democracy. However, this representative
democracy clashes somewhat with the participatory
agenda as outlined by the Aarhus Convention and
other such strategies. Thisislargely because el ected
representatives, at both the national andlocal levels,
claim legitimacy and thus view public participation
as in conflict with their role of representing the
public that elected them. Other forces that maintain
the centralized UK political style are nongovermental
organizations that support the centralized approach
because they find it easier to lobby and exert their
influence upon one central government department
than upon various public stakehol ders.

Germany

To avoid oversimplification, it is necessary to
consider an aternative European example of a
currently federal political system. The case of
Germany offers an interesting perspective because
it comprises two very different legaciesin terms of
public participation that continue to have adecisive
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influence on public participation today. In former
West Germany (Federal Republic of Germany),
there was arather long tradition and notable record
of participatory activity in water management.
Relevant actorsin water management, aswell asin
other areas of environmental policy, have been and
continueto befairly well organized and established.
Infact, public participation haslargely beenrealized
through the involvement of organized stakeholder
groups, which is largely because proceduresin the
context of formal planning consultations and active
involvement initiatives are geared toward these
groups, rather than the general public. This
approach continues to be followed today and is
currently being adapted to the exigencies of WFD
implementation.

In former East Germany (German Democratic
Republic [GDR]), state-society relationships prior
to reunification in 1990 were dominated by a top-
down approach in decision making, largely because
of the centralized approach to decision making. In
today’s federal Germany, and especialy in those
Lander (states) formerly under GDR rule, the East
German culture as formed through the 40-yr GDR
regime still shows its influence through the low
value it assigns to public participation, ultimately
leadingtoalow level of public participationinwater
management issues in practice. At present, the
Lander informer East Germany face amuch bigger
challenge than those in former West Germany in
accommodating the participatory spirit of river
basin management asrequired by the WFD because
they lack the experience and necessary cultural
background. Since theinception of the WFD, it has
become evident that the implementing authorities
informer East Germany arefaced with significantly
different conditions from those in former West
Germany, whichpartly relateto cultural differences.

The dichotomy between former East and West
Germany in terms of initiating public participation
to facilitate WFD implementation could be
perceived as evidence for the relevance of power
distance in conjunction with individualism in
enabling public participation. In former West
Germany, which could be described as a more
individualistic culture, citizens' initiatives to raise
issues such as water pollution have lead to the
continual development of environmental awareness,
aswel| asthe regular and broad-based involvement
of stakeholders on such issues, which was
eventually alsoembeddedininstitutional structures.
Among other factors, the high power distance and
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lessindividualistic culturein former East Germany
might have contributed to the suppression of such
development and to the formation of underground
environmental groups that have limited access to
environmental information and no access to
decision-making processes.

These cultural differences that are enshrined in the
different historical development tragectories of
former West and East Germany have been
propagated until today and might serve as an
explanation for difficulties in addressing public
participation requirements for WFD implementation.
However, it should not be overlooked that
challenges are brought about by the West German
system as well, which relies greatly on organized
stakeholder groups and places strong emphasis on
consultation, rather than active participation.
Furthermore, other cultural aspectssuch asdifferent
water management paradigms in the different
Lander also play asignificant role. In this context,
since the WFD entered into force, very different
regional approaches have been taken by individual
Lander in terms of public participation. These
differencesare only partly related to the legacies of
the two German regimes and represent the results
of dynamic development over the past 15 yr.

The Netherlands

The liberal political structure and decentralized
government institutionsin the Netherlandsidentify
a political culture that would appear to provide
favorable conditions for public participation. The
centuries-old water boards are considered to be the
basisfor the so-called Dutch “ consensus culture” or
“polder model.” More specifically, they strongly
favor the reaching of agreements and aim for the
prevention of conflicts rather than the application
of authoritative solutions and hierarchical decision
making. Such a decentralized approach to decision
making suggests promising conditionsfor thewider
implementation of public participation. The
relatively low power distance and high
individualism rankings for the Netherlands (Table
1) seemto corroboratethispreferencefor consensus
building. However, Dutch politicians have also
heavily criticized this consensus culture in favor of
formal representative democratic institutions to
make firm and timely decisions. During the 1990s
in particular, influential advisory committees
suggested that the national government speed up
decison making on large infrastructure projects
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while at the sametimeinvolving stakeholders more
intensively and especially earlier in the process
(Lamberset al. 1994, Wetenschappelijke Raad voor
het Regeringsbeleid 1994). Consequently, it
became almost standard practice to obtain the
participation of stakeholders in so-caled open
planning processes, and market parties and social
organizations have become serious partners in
publicinfrastructure planning. Two casesdescribed
In the national report, i.e., Meer Visie, initiated by
Rijkswaterstaat, the national (governmental)
agency for water management, and ABCDelfland,
organized by theregional water board Delfland, are
examples of extensive stakeholder consultation and
even some co-production. In both cases, regional
and local authorities and representatives of
organized stakeholder groups such as environmental
and recreationa interest groups were invited to
actively participate in workshops to express their
views. This contrasts greatly with the situation in
Germany. These two cases, however, contrast with
the third case in the Netherlands national report, i.
e., the Long-term Vision for the Scheldt, in which
aprocesswas set up with theinvol vement of mainly
high-level officialsand bureaucrats, and, except for
representatives of the harbor of Antwerpen, little
stakeholder participation. The Scheldt is a
transboundary basin and this nonparticipation was
obviously related to the historical disputes between
Flanders (Belgium) and the Netherlands and the
large differences in tradition and experience with
public participation between Flanders and the
Netherlands. The project was a success because an
agreement was reached Dbetween the two
governments on deepening the Scheldt and on
nature compensation; a culture of cooperation
emerged, and trust and respect were built up
between the historical rivals. However, the project
was afailure with respect to the creation of support
fortheLong-termVisionintheNetherlandsbecause
regional and local authorities objected to the plans
and local action groups seized the front pages of the
newspapers. Cultural factors like the much higher
power distance and uncertainty avoidance scoresin
Belgium than in the Netherlands can explain much
of these differencesin the national approaches.

Despitethe above examples, thewater sector within
the Netherlands is considered to be quite
technocraticin character and pragmaticinitspublic
participation approach. There is an expert bias
within the water boards and especialy within
Rijkswaterstaat. Moreover, the official government
policy for implementing the EU WFD is pragmatic
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implementation, which, according to the Deputy
Minister of Transport, Public Works, and Water
Management, meansthat very targeted meetingson
specific themes for the relevant organizations
involved will be planned (Kamerstukken 11 2003—
2004). Inpractice, thismeansthat organized interest
groupswill beinvited to comment on theriver basin
management plans in their respective stages of
preparation (Enserink 2005). Until now, the Dutch
track-record has been poor; there has been neither
stakeholder nor public involvement in the
classification of river basins and sub-basins.

Spain

Spain has experienced an ongoing period of
increasing decentralization and is an example in
which the current state of affairs has grown from
the political culture and historical institutional
setting of river basin management. In the early
1900s, participatory River Basin Administrations
(RBAs) were created as self-administrated
organizations, with user participation organized
through syndicates (associations of economic
interests). During the post civil war dictatorship,
these RBAs were abolished and substituted by
nonparticipatory, state-run organizations that were
used asinstruments by the central government. This
movement reversed the historical participatory
nature of river basin management in Spain. The
government domination of river basin management
and water resource development and planning
meansthat water is often perceived by the public as
a state problem, belonging to no one or to anyone
(Maestu 2003). During the democratization and
decentralization period after 1978, participation in
RBAS opened up and new interests were given a
greater role; these were mainly environmentalist
groupsand regional governments, but also scientific
experts. Toward theend of the 20th century, thisled
to further decentralization toward the creation of
regionally managed river basins. Swyngedouw
(1999) described Spain’s political decentralization
process and the central role of water politics and
engineering in Spain’s modernization process. He
referred specifically to the importance of
competition among the regions of Spain and also to
increased competition between regional and central
governments. Thefierceness of the debate between
center and region can be retraced to the relatively
high power distance scores for Spain (Table 1). It
could be argued that as a typical Catholic country
with high power distance and aclear preference for
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uncertainty avoidance, these cultural characteristics
explain the resistance against decentralization and
stakeholder participation.

General public interests have mainly remained
indirectly represented by the public authorities
(Patel and Stel 2004). The direct participation of
citizens in planning processes occurs mainly
through formal public information and allegation
processes (Maestu 2003). It was not until the
Implementation of the WFD in 2003 that a more
integrated conception of public participation in the
RBAswasfinally incorporated. The Spain example
illustrates that public participation in decision
making is highly dependent upon how the
decentralization processisundertaken, i.e., how the
decision-making process is structured and how the
institutions and the process fit in a given
environment and to the political situationin general
(Lutz and Linder 2002).

HYPOTHESES ON PUBLIC
PARTICIPATION INA CULTURAL
CONTEXT

We have argued that one cannot write meaningfully
about public participation in river basin
management without embedding it in a national
cultural context. We have also attempted to relate
important national trends and practices to cultural
theory. However, we should be careful not to claim
to be as thorough and quantitative as Hofstede
(2001), let alone as disciplined as advocated by
Schein (1992); our research findings are mostly
historical and qualitative and are based on case
reconstructions and expert judgments. Consequently,
we present our findings as hypotheses regarding
possible explanations for the observed phenomena.

According to Sagie and Aycan (2003), power
distance and individualism are strongly correlated
with participation in in-company decision making.
We hypothesizethat power distance also influences
theextent towhich publicparticipationinriver basin
management planning is practiced; high power
distance alows for more authoritative top-down
decision making with little participation, and our
case material suggests that low power distance and
egalitarianism coincide with the inclination toward
participation and active involvement. Similarly, in
individualistic societies, individua rights govern
behavior, and individuals will stand up to defend
their rights, thus spurring participation in political
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decison making. These effects are clearly
illustrated for the situation in the UK and by the
differencesbetweenformer East and West Germany
and between Flanders and the Netherlands in the
Scheldt case.

Nonetheless, the relation between power distance
and participation is less obvious than suggested
here. In the Netherlands and Germany, the
egalitarian character coincides with relatively high
levels of participation in water management, but so
is the case in Spain, which has a relatively high
power distance index. The individualism index
seemstroublesometoo, asboth the Netherlands and
especidly the UK have high scores, whereas
historically only the Netherlands has had extensive
public participation in water management.
Comparatively, in the UK water sector, public
involvement in planning and management has only
recently begun to be considered. The important
changeindirectionin UK river management policy
came about in the 1990s, when the Environment
Agency finally recognized the need to promote
public awareness and self help among those at risk
and enabled this through the publication of
indicative flood plain maps on the internet.
Although the UK scores for power distance and
individualism compareto those of Germany and the
Netherlands, Tunstall and Green (2003) recognized
that the UK institutions and culture under current
conditions are simply not conducive to the
development of public participation. The only
dimension in which the UK clearly deviates from
Germany and the Netherlands is uncertainty
avoidance, which, in combination with the high
score for individualism, might explain the easy
acceptanceof theprivatization of thewater industry.

Water management hasal so played aprominent role
in German history, and public participationin water
management has been important since the 18th
century. It was the first policy areato consider the
interests of stakeholders. Denmark and the
Netherlands are both neighboring countries of
Germany and are quite similar to Germany in the
aspect of power distance; however, in Hofstede's
framework, Denmark and the Netherlands are
dightly more individualistic and much less
masculinethan is Germany. Inthelatter dimension,
Denmark and the Netherlands are similar to most
Nordic countries. This suggests that masculinity
might be another factor that influences a country’s
inclination toward public participation because the
pace and extent of public participation activitiesin
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Germany is assessed as somewhat lagging behind
the levels of its neighbors. When the masculinity
score is combined with high scores for power
distance, asin the case of Spain and Italy, it seems
to inhibit public participation; the situation in
Flanders seemsto corroborate this finding.

We derived four hypotheses from the above
empirical findings:

« A high power distanceindex isnot conducive
to public participation;

« Individualism is not a determining factor for
the extent and success of public participation
in acountry;

+ Collectivism facilitates a high degree of
public participation, but this may be left to
informal processes if the power distance is
high; and

« A high masculinity scoreis not conduciveto
public participation.

Another interesting observation is that many
Catholic countries tend to have both a high power
index and ahigh uncertainty avoidance score. Spain
and Belgium are such examples, and their scores
compare to those of Italy. Belgium (Van Rossen
2003) and Italy (Massarutto et al. 2003) show
evidence of high central control and little room for
the delegation of power. Clearly, uncertainty
avoidance is a factor that strengthens resistance
against changeand consequently inhibitsnew forms
of public participation in river basin management
planning. Historically, Spain seems to be an
exception, but the situation in the other countries
leads to afifth hypothesis:

« High power distance and high uncertainty
avoidance inhibit public participation
becausethey support centralized and control-
oriented systems of water management.

In Spain, the high power distance and strong central
government system and style, as in France as
described in the Dordogne case study (Barraqué et
al. 2004), can even lead to no possible responses
other than public demonstrations, aswasthe casein
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Spain with the National Hydrological Plan. The
public struggle has consequently been conducted
outside the institutional framework and on the
streets. Although such formsof public participation
are very powerful means by which citizens can
expresstheir opinions, unlessthey resultincitizens
access to decision making and evolve toward more
inclusiveand cooperativerel ations, they will remain
obstacles to socia learning. This is important
becauseit illustrates that institutional designin any
governing system in any country needs to take into
account the forms and characteristics of various
types of public participation to accommodate the
cultural context of that country.

CONCLUSIONS: CONSIDERATIONS FOR
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE WATER
FRAMEWORK DIRECTIVE

Our analysis was based on the nine National
Approach and Background studies of the EU
Harmoni COP project. Consequently, differencesin
national cultures from the ideationalist perspective
have been our point of departure, but the empirical
evidence suggests that this perspective is
insufficient to explain the complex interrelation
between public participation and political culture.
Clearly, culture is a more dynamic concept than
traditional ideationalists maintain. We even suggest
that in ahighly dynamic political environment such
as the rapidly expanding EU, new practices and
institutions and accompanying new (sub)cultures
areformed continuously and existing onesgrow and
changedaily. To analyzetherole of culturein such
a dynamic context, a more postmodern,
interpretative, and ethnographically based approach
featuring spaces of intercultural communication, as
promoted by Lie (2003, in press), seems better fit
for exploring the effects of culture in river basin
management.

Nonetheless, using the cultura dimensions as
defined by Hofstede (1991, 2001), we found some
elements that could explain the differences and
commonalities in public participation practices in
river basin management planning in various
European countries and formulated a number of
hypotheses regarding the influence of large power
distance in inhibiting participation and the
reinforcement of this tendency by large power
distancein combinationwith either high uncertainty
avoidance and/or masculinity scores. At the same
time, various examples illustrated that culture
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cannot explain differencesin absoluteterms; factors
such as national history, practical experience, and
existing political and institutional settings also play
important roles and may lead to different and
sometimes seemingly contradictory behavior.

In Germany, the determining element in shaping
participatory processes in addition to culture, as
framed during the time of the division of Germany,
appears to be the respective institutional structures
of the individual Lander governments. Also, the
case of Germany displays indications of the
phenomenon of cultural dynamics, which in recent
yearshaslead to avariety of approaches combining
formal and informal arrangements. The lessons are
that cultural factors are only one of the factors that
determine the success or failure of public
participation practices and that the concept of
culture contributes to the explanation of the
presence or absence of a tradition of public
participation in policy making because it is
Intertwined with history and politics. Consequently,
when designing public participation programs and
when institutionalizing public participation, for
instance, for international river basin management
planning, it is important to accommodate the
cultural context.

A general finding is that cultures that are
characterized by high power distance and high
masculinity are unlikely to embrace public
participation. Culturesthat have atendency to avoid
uncertainty and countries that are characterized by
collectivist cultures, like most of the M editerranean
countries, can build upon their existing experiences
to implement EU requirements, but will have to
make considerable efforts to link informa and
formal decision-making processes. The examples
from Spain and the UK areindicative of high power
distance, in which traditionally little decision-
making power is transferred to the public. They
highlight the vulnerability and challenge the long-
termadoption andintegration of public participation
in river basin management. More specifically, they
draw attention to the less controllable political
challenges that can critically and potentially serve
to weaken any policy or legislation that aims to
operate as a lever to enforce public participation
within planning processes. These findings on the
limited but real influence of cultural factors on the
success and failure of public participation seem to
be of a general character and therefore should be
considered important input in designing successful
public participation schemes.
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