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Introduction





The search for new methods to manage nature represents one of the areas of innovation in our society.  Wallonia is one of the regions of Belgium which, from now on, will be a federal state.  Its substantial though deteriorated water resources have taken on considerable political and social importance.  This has led to the establishment, on an experimental basis, of "river contracts" as a new means of managing surface waters.  We will attempt here to understand why this development is occurring, what it involves and what the sociological significance of these operations is.





1. Why look for new management methods?





The search for new management methods is a response to a three–fold crisis, none of the parts of which can be resolved in isolation from the other.





The first part of this crisis is what we call the crisis of the "object", i.e. the river as an object of management and use is slipping away more and more from the control of those who use or administer it.





The management of rivers has always been complex as it has involved multiple and sector–based administration: the management of the river–bed (hydraulic engineering) falls under a centralised government authority responsible for navigable waterways, pollution is the responsibility of another authority, whilst environmental policing is undertaken by several different departments according to the status of the water–course.  Certain activities, such as fishing, are partly left to local bodies (who negotiate with riverside residents, i.e. mainly farmers) whilst other activities (e.g. leisure) are  subject to very few or no regulations.  Various events have challenged the wisdom of such a dispersed administrative structure, especially repeated flooding which has caused hydraulic engineers to make constant structural improvements (dams, drainage and river–bed alterations) which encroach on other interests.  Certain activities, such as angling and leisure, are now competing with each other at a time when regulations and (particularly European) water–quality standards are gaining in importance.  Country planning takes little account of how the bottoms of valleys are to be managed, so much so that planning permission has been granted for buildings in areas prone to flooding.  Conflict is increasing on the subject of river use and is generally provoked by development projects.





This crisis of the river as an "object" is more simply the coming together of several long–standing processes. Up to recently, rivers were administered by various relativelyindependent bodies – they are now gradually becoming the subject of confrontation between different management methods and different forms of use.





In addition to this, there is a crisis of knowledge and competence affecting in particular managers and technicians, but which also impacts the wider public, which is beginning to question the credibility of engineering projects.  The case of flooding is revealing in many respects.  On the one hand, it leads to scientific controversy: some people (meteorologists, hydraulic engineers) see floods as being extraordinary accidents and merely provide for supplementary protective measures, whilst others (ecologists, certain developers), on the other hand, see them as deriving from poor management of the contributory basins (more intensive agricultural use, urbanisation) and demand more fundamental reforms.  There is no universally acceptable scientific or technical model to solve this and other problems.  It is even becoming difficult to define what an area liable to flooding is, as one is no longer sure of being able to define it on the basis of probability calculations using data from preceding decades.  These scientific controversies fuel social debate:  Are farmers responsible?  Should compensation be paid to owners of houses built at the bottoms of valleys?


There are further instances of scientific and technical uncertainty:  industrialists affected by a highly polluted river complain of the inconsistency of data concerning its true state and cite the size of past or future investment as an argument for demanding reliable data.  Scientific and technical knowledge is often as fragmented and uncoordinated as the management methods, with no synthesis available.





Finally, there is a crisis of social relations which, although difficult to define at a global level, is easily understood at the level of the "object", i.e. nature or the river.  A river located in a tourist region is used by different categories of people, some of them local, others total strangers.  Entrepreneurs in the tourism sector are coming into conflict with angling associations, which are still very locally based.  Farmers, now in the minority, often find themselves accused of causing pollution or badly managing the riverside, though they too complain about the tourists.  Local authorities tend to favour certain practices depending on the tourism or industrial situation in their respective districts.  For economic reasons, some districts accept a level of pollution that is intolerable for tourist areas located downstream.  Local regulatory measures are becoming increasingly less efficient.  In addition, the proliferation of (European) norms and large–scale (purification) projects are making river administration more and more alien to local practices.  There is a crisis in social relations in the area surrounding the river, the more so as riverside residents are increasingly inclined to assert their individual rights in terms of landscape and access to the rivers.





The status of the river has always been a complex question, with traditional administration based on a division of responsibilities, favouring the hydraulic engineers and leaving day–to–day use (agriculture, fishing, leisure, refuse) to regulations laid down by local organisations.  This division has now been rendered obsolete both bya breakdown in local social relations and the inconsistencies of global policy implementation.  Floods have been used to illustrate this phenomenon, presenting real or symbolic evidence that rivers have burst the banks of the social and technical conventions of traditional administration.





This three–fold crisis has rendered river management increasingly difficult and controversial.  Each project, be it very local – such as the developing of a few metres of pier to cater for kayaks – or very global, such as the definition of quality objectives – is a prime target for conflict, court cases and press campaigns.  The environmental movements are often the driving force behind such action, as they are the only people  representing the natural amenity value of the river as a whole.  It is against this background that the new management techniques described below become significant.





2 A new management model and its variants





History





The first river contract (that of the Upper Meuse) is based on an initiative undertaken by the King Baudouin Foundation.  This is a foundation established as a homage to King Baudouin and  whose resources derive principally from gifts offered by citizens to their king.  This foundation has played a very specific role in national life since 1971.  It is a focus for national unity in a period which has seen the Belgian state transform itself, as a result of multiple crises, into a federal state.  The Foundation emphasises themes such as the national heritage, the environment, poverty and citizenship which, whilst lending themselves to a shared vision of the world, also provoke conflict and tensions in society.  This Foundation involves itself in various domains without ever embroiling itself in conflicts or substituting itself for existing institutions.  Rather it constitutes a focal point for social innovation and generally tries to tackle problems which receive little attention from the public authorities, very often bringing different players (separated by divisions in society) together into forums or original initiatives, and as a rule calling on citizens, voluntary associations and local groups for assistance.  This particular function of the King Baudouin Foundation stands out all the more, given the way in which Belgian society is riven by multiple divisions between regions, linguistic groups, religious and philosophical tendencies and organised sections of society, and the fact that many regions have been in serious industrial decline for more than twenty years, with several strata of society feeling more and more alienated from the disputes and political struggles involved in the reform of the state.


�



River contracts





The Upper Meuse contract is the first operation supported by the King Baudouin Foundation.  The valley in question has been marked by industrial development, especially quarries.  It also offers real tourist potential.  While often subject to relatively serious flooding, it has also experienced strong urbanisation pressures and contains a substantial reserve of drinking water.  The operation was entrusted to a federation of highly respected environmental groups with a broad social base.  The procedure took its inspiration from a similar operation carried out in France in the Dordogne valley (Pustelnik and Macé, 1993).  It consists of trying to list all of the problems by consulting with everyone involved.  All the groups with an interest in the river and its uses and the institutions involved in its administration were consulted by letter, direct contact and occasionally theme–oriented meetings to define the problems they considered important.  A summary of these findings was drawn up and published, also containing the results of numerous scientific studies which had previously not led to specific policy formation.  Furthermore, everyone was asked to propose solutions, from which the organisers then tried to select those that were commonly acceptable.  Theme–oriented meetings involving all the parties affected by such problems were then organised in an attempt to find new solutions, examine the solutions to be negotiated and, above all, to define each partner's contribution to achieving these solutions.  The aim is to draw up a charter establishing and formalizing a consensus on the objectives.





In the second phase, a more detailed examination of objectives is now serving to define specific measures that could be implemented over a period of time and to which each contributing party formally commits itself.  The result is a type of agreement in which a whole series of partners are linked in an action programme which can involve immediate action, but also long term projects which are feasible only with large budgets and complex technical studies.





Even before this experiment had finished, the Regional Water Authority (responsible for administering water, natural resources, the environment and development work) decided to generalise this procedure.  A simple ministerial circular (which therefore does not have the status of law) authorises one or several local district authorities to begin to drawing up river contracts as follows: establishing a river committee in which local districts, local administrative offices and associations are represented, assigning the management to a secretariat independent of the parties concerned, and undertaking to co–finance the operation for three years, with the remaining 50% being paid by the region.  Several river contracts are currently in operation.  One concerns a very polluted river in a heavily industrialised region, another a tiny stream in a rural district where purification of waste water and the deposit of resin in the valleys are the principal problems.  Others concern rivers in very tourist–oriented or urbanised areas.


Each of these operations is specific, in terms both of the problems to be dealt with and of organisation.  In the case of the Semois, for example, the river committee secretariat is provided by a team from a scientific institution consisting of a bio–chemist, an environmental advisor and a journalist responsible for public relations.  In this case, the local initiative stems from the mayor of a district that is very aware of water problems, both due to the existence of a mineral water plant in the area and the tourism potential of the region.  This mayor is also an employee of the sub–regional water office responsible for purifying waste water.  In this operation, the organisers have favoured producing the most detailed inventory possible of the state of the river.  This inventory has been compiled by local teams including volunteers as well as civil servants and scientists working on a voluntary basis.  Thousands of observation sheets have been collected and then processed to provide a complete theme–oriented map providing information on hydrology, fauna and flora, polluted areas, historical sites and monuments.





In addition to organising this inventory involving more than one hundred and fifty volunteers, the river committee has established a number of theme–oriented working–groups to discuss each of the main problems (e.g. agriculture) and submit proposals to the river committee.  The latter is responsible for preparing a summary, organising communication between the working–groups and then drawing up a charter.  At the same time, the secretariat also has to intervene in local conflicts between, for example, angling groups, tourism businesses (boat hire) and the navigable waterways administration, relating to river bank development.  This at least shows that, for certain people involved, the "river committee" has become a body they can approach for arbitration and negotiation of differences which had previously been insoluble or could only be resolved in court.





The features of this operational model can be summarised as follows:


– Definition of a specific area (a river and its basin, a local district �and its natural amenities), which does not, however, correspond to a precise legal or natural definition.  The river encompasses the waterway, the valley and the catchment basin.  Whilst the territory of the local district is certainly legally defined, its natural amenity areas are not specified and include urbanised areas and agricultural land as well as "nature reserves".


– The objectives are not predefined, as emphasis is placed on partnership and co–operation between the volunteers, where exchanges can vary from being friendly to unfriendly.  This partnership is voluntary and brings together public players (the administrators), associations and local groups. Local communities are given a central role in co–financing the operation and approving the charter.  Problem definition is not left to experts, but derives from extensive consultation and exchanges between experts and lay–people.


– The overall operation has no solid legal basis.  Rather its outcome, the charter, is a voluntary agreement depending entirely on the commitment of thepartners involved.  It has no power of compulsion, though it may lead to decisions being taken (e.g. land development plan) by one or more of the partners.  


–The relationship between scientific data and social relations is vague and does not follow any pre–established model.  The scientific information acts more as a resource that is occasionally though not always used by the parties involved.  This relationship is one of the fundamental aspects of this structure, as the variants are numerous.  In some cases, scientific study is central to the definition of the problem, whilst in others it is merely used to justify choices taken.  Nonetheless, this type of partnership necessarily brings technical managers and/or (professional or unpaid) scientists into continual contact with various political actors in the form of civil servants, local decision–makers, associations or even ordinary people.





3  Necessary pre–conditions for these operations





What pre–conditions are necessary to make these operations possible and functional?  Contrary to a what a naive view may lead us to believe, these operations are not organised as a result of some spontaneous community action, i.e. bottom–up pressure.  Each of them meets certain pre–conditions, among which we distinguish certain factors that appear fundamentally important to us in the present situation.





Para–legal guarantee





We begin by pointing out that the initiative for these operations has come neither from associations nor from local groups but, rather, emanated from a very specific institution, i.e. a Foundation with enormous symbolic capital, after which it has been adopted by a particular public authority as an experimental management method.  In both cases, as has been emphasised, these initiatives enjoy only a very weak or non–existent legal status.  There is no law that defines the procedures and no legal standing can be ascribed to the charters or contracts emerging from the process.  This situation contrasts sharply with the recent or not so recent proliferation of legislation on the environment and even the community consultation procedures developed for environmental impact studies and land development.  All of this legislation stipulates precise procedures, time–frames, information to be supplied and representation of citizens' interests.  Here, on the other hand, only the principles are defined (partnership, information sharing, decision–making by consensus, representation of various groups) and the parties involved are free to develop the methods required.  As the charter is valid only if the partners comply with its provisions, the pressure to achieve results can be perceived as being a powerful incentive to broaden the partnership and negotiate projects thoroughly.
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Nonetheless, to avoid losing touch with reality, it must be noted that the procedures function only because there is an alternative to the normal rule of law.  Whereas legislation defines, for example, exactly how people are to be informed and consulted, these operations depend on a sort of para–legal guarantee provided by the operation's organisers and the authority of the institutions.  This point is important as, whether it is the King Baudouin Foundation and its executives or a civil servant who supervises the river contracts, these parties often get involved in such local operations as guardians of principles and not as technical partners.  They ensure, for example, that the principle of partnership is respected and that no association is excluded from the negotiations; they are, in fact, the guarantors of the methodology and intervene to reject any project which has not been correctly negotiated between the parties.  Ignoring their role as arbiters to ensure fair–play would be dangerous and utopian given that, in the absence of any legal formalisation, these parties are the real equivalents of the rule of law.  However, this new method of managing the environment does give rise to certain misgivings among the public authorities themselves.





Local community spirit





It is clear that, by emphasising partnership and negotiation, these operations and procedures are heavily influenced by local community spirit, i.e. by the possibility of mobilising real social networks around the target objects and objectives targeted.  Different configurations are possible and distinctions can be made between different factors.





The scale of the areas involved is obviously important – there is a difference between working on a several hundred square kilometre hydrographic basin and a stream affecting just one small rural district.  However, it appears possible, even with such a vast hydrographic basin, to create various networks and find different interfaces between associations, communities and occupational groupings.





An essential aspect of community spirit development (and social mobilisation) is that the river or landscape is not predefined on the basis of one priority issue or use.  This is true even where it is clear that the main problem is caused by industrial pollution, educationalists or, indeed, the social services and cultural groups.  In all such situations, the object (the river or landscape) is taken as a starting point and all directly or indirectly interested parties, no matter how diverse they may be, are mobilised for the sake of the object.  This approach, which does not prioritize uses or problems, takes the daring gamble that a river "object" can be restored by bringing together the numerous uses and practices affecting it.  For the King Baudouin Foundation this constitutes a "gamble" on people's sense of civic duty and, for the associations, a way, perhaps, of creating greater involvement. To industrial groups itoffers a means of enhancing their general public image and a new channel of political communication for local district authorities.  Above all, this initiative achieves a sense of common purpose and forces everyone to take others into account by insisting on a multi–faceted approach to the river or to nature.





Of course, every situation has its own driving force of sorts.  In one case it might be a conservation group and, in another,  industrial companies who seize on the river contract in an attempt to solve pollution problems and improve an image tarnished by numerous residents' complaints.  In turn, for a mayor, the quality of the water may become an economic issue where an industry providing employment wants the resource to be protected.  However, these demands would come to nothing if the procedure did not allow and oblige the promoters to increase grass roots participation, encourage groups to interact with each other and thus, by necessity, foresee other problems and uses involving the river or the natural surroundings.





Local communities play a central role.  Not only does the procedure require their participation but, above all, these operations often provide an opportunity for them to increase their political and administrative involvement.  In many areas, including environmental management, the district authorities have seen themselves gradually stripped of their ability to act independently.  Refuse management has been moved to regional authority level, while water supply has become more and more centralised and water purification is managed by inter–district agencies.  Even if local authorities were often happy about this shift in responsibilities where they lacked funding or administrative manpower, a number of them feel deprived of  their powers to act, even though they are still the authority which the ordinary citizen sees as being the protector of his or her rights.





The local authorities pride themselves less on their technical and management capacities and more on their closeness to the ground and their ability to find solutions suited to local needs.  In this way, they assume responsibility for representing citizens and local demands in the face of central government or powerful technical agencies.





Open techniques...





A third pre–condition necessary for these initiatives to develop is what could be called the "science of being open".  As we have seen, although different methods may exist, none of the operations described follows a scheme where the effective starting point is a preliminary scientific study defining the issues, the priorities and thus, implicitly, the objectives.  In the first case mentioned, a list of the problems was drawn up through completely open consultation with the parties involved.  In another case, a systematic inventory of the terrain was prepared and rigorously processed by computer though it was carried out to a large extent by volunteers who all had their own perceptions and prejudices.  It is evident in all cases, however, that in the studyof a given site, specific project or occasional conflict, the search for the solution involves technicians, scientists, civil servants and representatives of the public at large.  The dynamic of these projects does not prejudge the relative importance of types of knowledge and cultural preferences.  Nor does it deny the value of technical competence, though it does, in each case, invent means of communication between experts and civil servants, on the one hand, and citizens or volunteers on the other.  One example of where this dynamic process has led to finding original, very local solutions is the use of original formulae for restoring river banks to satisfy both the engineers' stability requirements and the ecological demands of anglers and conservationists.  In this way, consensus and conflict progress towards technical discussion.





These procedures are far from resolving all the however.  The most difficult point is still often the relationship between the local groups and the large centralised administrative agencies, such as the inter–district water purification authorities, the water engineering services or the forestry management authorities, for example.  These large institutions usually have local representatives and teams of technical specialists who have their own working practices, their own "professional territory" and their own sector–based technical routines.  These institutions also have their priorities and long–term programmes as well as their technical and financial planning, which is not easily upset for the sake of local priorities or the preferences of local parties.  This is undoubtedly one of the greatest difficulties involved in these operations, i.e. how to influence the technical or financial options of the central agencies through negotiations at a local level.  Here, too, partnership and informal relationships play an important part.  It is possible for a representative of the King Baudouin Foundation to contact a Central Highway Department executive, whereas a local association or even mayor would not be able to do so.  When local authority technicians are being trained, direct personal contact can be arranged for them with a manager from the Central Water Authority, with whom contact is otherwise restricted to written correspondence in difficult cases.  The dynamic of these operations facilitates communication largely by playing on this blend of the formal and informal and on direct contact between different hierarchic levels.





4 Sociological interpretation





To conclude, we can suggest a type of sociological interpretation for these experiments comprising three points:





a.  They are not, in our view, based on a bottom–up or top–down approach.  We hypothesise that what is involved is a classic division into "local" and "global" aspects.  It used to be possible to discuss local problems and administration when certain aspects and practices concerning the river were left to regulation by the local social structures, whereas other aspects, considered to be of regional or even nationalinterest, were the responsibility of higher authorities.  This division often corresponded to a distinction between highly technical involvement on the one hand and day–to–day use on the other.  This division has now been abolished as the reciprocal impact of individual activities, large–scale developments, simple practices and global standards (e.g. for water quality) is now being felt and is giving rise to conflict.  For example, angling, a commonplace activity, often allies itself with conservationist water–way protection while leisure activities require micro–developments that need to be compatible with larger projects.





Every aspect of the river, therefore, presupposes a management approach which takes account of individual (microscopic) practices as well as more global issues.  It appears to us that there are no technical or scientific models capable of dealing with all aspects of the river, the catchment basin, their different uses and, particularly, differing time and space parameters.





As an alternative to a global scientific model, these procedures provide for a series of small–scale negotiations between parties interested in a particular aspect in a given place and try to involve all other parties in each discussion as far as possible.  As it is not feasible to think of the river as a single object, an arrangement is made which ensures that every sub–object is evaluated from as many points of view as possible.  This explains, though not without difficulty, why the arrangement brings local groups and even individuals into contact with institutions as well as involving interests from different sectors.





b. A second sociological aspect of these operations comprises a process of recreating a local sense of community spirit.  A sense of social awareness plays a fundamental part in these procedures.  In addition to being a necessary prerequisite, it also frequently emerges as the product.  New associations are created and networks established between people divided by everything in life, i.e.  their occupations, traditions and habits.  One of the most interesting aspects is that this community spirit increasingly intertwines professional roles with private networks or associations.  The most active parties in these procedures are generally individuals who have both an occupational and personal involvement in local life and associations.  These players are best at creating communication between different groups and interests and can frequently offer original solutions, even at a technical level.





These procedures implicitly take into account – and finally take advantage of – the fact that in modern society an individual belongs to several different groups and has several identities and interests even with respect to a river or to nature.  The same individual may see himself or herself as a protector of threatened species and local anglers, of a global interest and a local one.  This is in some way an antidote to the closed–minded and one–track nature of modern bureaucracies. 


c.  Finally, it should be emphasised that, within this dynamic, the division between nature and society is much less rigid than simply opposing the interests of development and nature.  In the absence of a single, credible model for a river's natural state, these approaches tend towards progressive, local, step–by–step negotiation to see what is in nature's and man's interest in each of the "objects" in question.  Debate between specialists makes everyone more careful, as it reveals limitations in knowledge.  It also makes people more tolerant by recognising limits to individual rights.  Developing a river–bank to allow tourists to go canoeing presents the opportunity to negotiate between naturalists putting the case for the fauna and flora, anglers interested in the fish, developers representing the tourists and the hydraulic engineers outlining the risk of flooding, etc.  Although arguments are no less heated, they progress to more moderate and technical discussion, making it possible to balance interests and sometimes conciliate them.  Although it may appear to be a dangerous and unpredictable process, it is possibly as efficient and credible as the development of (scientific and political) models giving rise to standards which are then imposed by technical and social control mechanisms.








The consensus ideology underpinning these experiments may perhaps be a fallacy.  What we in fact observe is less a consensus and more an agreement on how to settle differences.  Once again, we emphasize that these arrangements must involve an arbiter capable of guaranteeing that the system will function smoothly.  This guarantee derives its force less from the legal system and more from people who are credible and representative because of their real involvement in and commitment to the operation.
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