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 I

Summary 

The basic problem that this work wishes to address concerns the  unsustainable 
use of water resources in many places of the world. In some places, the problem 
leads to human suffering and death while also obstructing social and economic 
development. In other places, where the consequences are less severe, natural 
environments are seriously damaged. A significant part of the solution to this 
problem lies in the planning and decision-making domain. The overall aim of 
this thesis is therefore to contribute to the available knowledge on planning and 
management for the sustainable use of water resources. Planning as a process is in 
focus, both in itself and in the organisational and legal contexts that affect how 
planning processes are performed.  
 
The main methodological approach used, and the theoretical contribution made 
here, is the deriving and discussion of a set of deductive criteria for the 
development and assessment of planning processes for the sustainable use of 
water resources (Papers III and IV). The criteria were derived using a multi-
disciplinary approach, where the relevant literature on how to transform the 
concepts of ‘integration’ and ‘participation’ – both key principles for sustainable 
development in relation to planning – into an analytical framework of twelve 
criteria, was reviewed and synthesised. The derived criteria concern issues such 
as, how to integrate knowledge and values into the planning process and how to 
generate commitment, legitimacy or acceptance for the resulting plan, by 
democratic means. The criteria are then used to assess the EU Water 
Framework Directive (WFD) – an extensive legal framework which will steer 
water planning in the EU Member States for several decades to come – and to 
assess the planning processes that follows on from WFD implementation in 
Sweden.  
 
The analysis of the WFD (Paper V) showed that the legal framework erects few 
formal barriers to good planning practices. The analysis also showed however, 
that the planning processes that follow on from its implementation will need to 
be adapted to compensate for the weak legal support in a number of important 
areas, namely, the use of knowledge from beyond the natural sciences, the use 
of methodologies for the explicit handling of values and the use of procedures 
for democratic participation. Several recommendations are also made in respect 
of how the WFD could be supplemented in order for it to become a stronger 
support in planning processes for the sustainable use of water.  
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The analysis of the ongoing water planning processes in Sweden (Paper VI) 
showed that knowledge of how to work with values and how to create forms 
and methods of participation and collaboration remain clearly underdeveloped. 
In consequence, the main objectives behind participation – the provision of 
knowledge and perspectives for the process and the creation of legitimacy, 
acceptance or engagement – are actually at risk. Recommendations include 
complementing the existing knowledge base with insights from the social 
sciences and the humanities, to create well informed learning systems within the 
new water administration and to make use of alternative methods for the 
handling of values. 
 
In addition to this, two papers from the thesis (Papers I and II) concern the 
situation pertaining before WFD implementation in Sweden. By comparing the 
system for municipal land and water planning (the former main system for long-
term water planning in Sweden) with WFD prescriptions, and with the 
organisation of the new water administration bodies, the potential implications 
of WFD implementation were identified. From here it followed, that the 
development of forms of co-operation between the concerned administrative 
organisations, and in respect of the democratic involvement of the public and 
other concerned actors, were crucial in creating an integrative, effective and 
democratic system for water planning in Sweden. 
 
The thesis also illustrates the use of a tentative model for the operationalisation of 
‘sustainable development’. The tentative model is described in the thesis, and it 
constitutes the methodological baseline for the thesis, since five of the papers 
contained herein use various approaches related to this model. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Unsustainable use of water 

The 2006 issue of the Human Development Report (UNDP 2006) focused on 
the issue of water presenting stark images of the “global water crisis”. More 
than one billion persons currently lack access to clean water, and due to lack of 
water almost five thousand children die of diarrhoea each day. The lack of 
usable water is one of the main constraints on human health and development. 
Addressing the water issue is therefore highlighted as being critical for 
attainment of the Millennium Development Goals. The report however also 
noted that only a comparatively small effort is needed to alter the current 
situation dramatically. By means of relatively cheap and sustainable technologies 
the cost of reaching the water-related millennium goals would be about 10 
billion USD per year, which corresponds to less than half of what the rich 
countries spend yearly on mineral water. Economic investments in water and 
sanitation have the potential to provide high yields. Each dollar invested in the 
water sector provides a return of eight dollars in reduced costs and increased 
productivity. It is clear from the report, that the main obstacle to the provision 
of enough water for all humans is not the lack of water in a hydrological sense. 
The economic examples point to the fact that the extensive water-related 
human suffering could be overcome with the “right” policies. The water 
problem is thus a political one rather than a hydrologic or an economic one. 
Having recognised this, the current thesis is concerned with water planning and 
management as political processes, with its main focus on the European Union. 
Even if the water problems in the EU are far less severe than the problems 
addressed in many of the developing countries focused on by the Human 
Development Report, the problems must still be solved through planning 
processes which should be seen as political. How should such processes and 
their contexts be shaped to become processes for sustainable water management? 
This is the main question for this thesis, which itself is an attempt to contribute 
to the discussion on this issue. 
 
One important basis for accomplishing sustainable water management is to 
include all waters that are hydrologically or ecologically connected. Lakes, rivers, 
wetlands and ground waters in a river basin are all part of a complex, 
interconnected and continuous system, where physical, chemical or ecological 
changes in one part of the system have an influence on other parts of that 
system. Integrated water resources management, Integrated water management or Integrated 



 2 

management are concepts commonly used to describe management approaches 
that consider all the important connections in such complex systems. Within the 
water management society a common view prevails that an important condition 
in the attainment of an integrated management approach is to define the 
administrative boundaries for the water management system based on the 
natural hydrological regions, i.e., river basins.  
 
As the water in a river basin belongs to a continuous system, it also connects 
various human and ecological water claims in the river basin. E.g. withdrawal of 
water from a groundwater aquifer could lead to a decline in the groundwater 
table negatively influencing the agricultural system in the area. The same 
agriculture could negatively affect the water in the aquifer through pesticides 
pollution. The regulation of rivers for hydropower production has severe 
consequences for the river’s ecology changing the conditions, for instance, for 
fishing in the downstream recipient area. There are many instances where water 
claims from households, industries, fisheries, agriculture, forestry, nature etc., 
clash. Some of the most well known examples are notorious, such as the near 
vanishing of the Aral Sea and Lake Chad, and the Yellow River that does no 
longer reach the sea (see Pearce 2007, for a recent outline of a number of such 
examples). These examples illustrate how human ignorance and an inability to 
handle conflicting water claims can have devastating consequences for all 
concerned parties. There are however many perhaps less well known examples 
which show how co-ordination and collaboration make it possible to manage 
conflicting interests such that they can co-exist and sometimes even create 
added value for the collaborating parties4. Even if these anecdotal examples 
show that knowledge of the potential for collaboration in water management 
goes back a long way, the development of the corresponding scientific 
knowledge encapsulated in the modern water resources community has 
gathered pace in recent decades, as Participation has been identified as a key 
factor for sustainable water resources management (e.g., Wagner et al. 2002). 
This view of participation in the water context is closely connected to the 
broader view of the importance of participation in attaining sustainable 
development in general (Bellamy et al. 1999, Born and Sonzogni 1995, Counsell 
1999, Costanza et al. 2000 and Rayner 1999). It also reflects the dominant 
contemporary paradigm in planning theory, namely,: communicative or 
participatory planning, which has evolved over the past twenty years (Healey 

                                              
4 See Ward (1997) for descriptions of several historical cases where local collaboration in relation to 
has been successful over long periods of time. 
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2003) as well as current thoughts in green political theory, particularly in respect 
of discursive or deliberative democracy (e.g., Dryzek 1997, Eckersley 1999, 
Lidskog 2005, Theys 2002) 

1.2 The EU Water Framework Directive - water policy in transition 

Water policy and management are adapting in different ways to the growing 
understanding of the importance of a more integrated approach to water 
management which increasingly seeks to integrate the potential advantages 
connected to participation (Lundqvist 2000). In the EU, which provides the 
focus here, all of the Member States are currently working with the 
implementation of a new piece of legislation (EU 2000) which strongly affects 
the way water issues are managed. The Water Framework Directive (WFD) 
came into force in the year 2000 and claims to provide new tools for sustainable 
water use5, and it is said, to promote both Integration and Participation (Chave 
2001). A number of the ideas behind the WFD can be seen to support this. A 
more integrated approach is achieved by defining the river basin as the 
administrative basis for water management. All rivers, lakes, ground waters, 
coastal and transitional waters within a river basin (“River basin district”) will 
thus be handled together. Furthermore, all factors affecting water quality, 
quantity and ecology are targeted, as well as all activities affected by it. The 
combined approach to pollution control (the Emission Limit Value and the 
Water Quality Objective approach) also contributes to a broadening in scope. 
Participation is emphasised by prescribing that active participation should be 
encouraged among all concerned parties, and a consultation process should start 
three years before the establishment of the final plan (Article 14). 
 
The WFD prescribes several tasks in order to render these ideas operational. 
The main tasks include a characterisation of the river basin district including the 
undertaking of an economic analysis, the definition of binding environmental 
objectives for each water body based on the characterisation and the 
establishment of Programmes of measures, including the actions needed to attain 
the objectives. A thorough prescription of monitoring activities is also given and 
finally, a River basin management plan should be drawn up for each district, in 
relation to the documentation and presentation of the work undertaken. These 
tasks are part of a cyclical process on a six-year basis, with the first Programme of 
measures established before the end of 2009. 

                                              
5 Although the main objective of the WFD is narrower, and has more of a conservationist character:, 
namely, to achieve “good water status” in all waters, which is defined as “a state where the deviation 
from a water’s pristine state is small”. 
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As the implementation of the WFD proceeds it becomes possible to analyse the 
effects of the new policy. Now, as the initial tasks prescribed by the directive 
have been carried out (the characterisation and the definition of environmental 
objectives), several such studies have been performed. Four of the papers 
constituting this thesis (Papers I, II, V and VI) are contributions to this field. 
Other researchers engaged with this issue are Flynn and Kröger (2003), 
Gullstrand et al. (2003), Grimeaud (2001), Howe and White (2002) and Kallis 
and Butler (2001). (Their findings are referenced in both the papers referred to 
above and in the outline of the results in section 4.)  

1.3 Methodologies and practices for water planning 

Answering to the requests of new water policies and to the general 
understanding of the importance of participation, new practices and 
methodologies relating to participation in watershed management are in the 
process of being developed and tested. The most popular and frequently tested 
approach is based on some form of stakeholder group representing different 
interests in relation to water issues. In general, the literature on stakeholder 
groups connected with river basin management focuses on participation in and 
of itself, and the focus is generally to define the main factors for successful 
practice (although success is rarely clearly defined). Such factors generally 
include: adequate funding or resources to support the process, the quality of 
communication and information exchange, team-building (creating trust, 
respect and honesty between group members), organisation and leadership, and 
the development of common goals and understanding (e.g. Beierle and Konisky 
2000, Leach et. al 2001, Margerum 1999, Schuett et. al 2001, Vari 2004). These 
factors are all connected with the issue of participation, and in particular how 
well it works as a process, with the likelihood of success being closely connected 
to the organisational functioning of the group. There seems to be an underlying 
assumption here that if the group is working well as a group, the broader aims of 
the collaborative activities will be met as a result.  
 
A number of studies on participatory efforts however show that success is 
connected rather more to achievements other than participation in and of itself. 
Here, success is related more to outputs or to the on-the-ground results of the 
participatory process (such as restoration of a lake, construction of an artificial 
wetland, a decrease in emission limits etc,). For example, in a survey of 44 
watershed partnerships, Leach et. al (2002) found that success could be 
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measured by factors such as the perceived effects on watershed conditions and 
on human and social capital, and the initiation of restoration and monitoring 
projects etc. In most cases, success is however defined by the group-members 
themselves and the focus here is on whether the participatory efforts meet their 
internally defined goals and objectives (Conley and Moote 2003). Deductive 
approaches, where participatory efforts are compared against criteria (in the 
following account the term deductive criteria will be used) that go beyond 
participants’ judgements or objectives are rare (ibid.). Such approaches would 
make it possible to evaluate and develop participatory efforts related to broader 
concepts or questions, such as sustainable development.  
 
While participation and co-operation are seen as necessary means for sustainable 
watershed management, it is not a sufficient means for that purpose. Participation 
is only one of the many principles of the sustainability concept needed to steer 
development in a sustainable direction6. A deductive approach to the 
development of participatory efforts in respect of sustainable river basin 
management must therefore be broadened significantly, as the optimal way 
forward would be to take all the principles of sustainable development as points 
of departure in the development of a normative set of criteria. This thesis 
attempts to chart some of the early steps in the development and use of such a 
deductive framework, focusing on the two principles of Participation and 
Integration (Papers III, IV, V and VI).  

1.4 Objectives 

The overall aim of the thesis is to contribute to our knowledge on planning and 
management for the sustainable use of water resources. Planning as a process is 
the focus, both in itself and in the organisational and legal contexts that affect 
how planning processes are performed. 
 
Papers I, II and VI all concern water planning in Sweden, and the domestic 
implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD). Papers I and II 
present comparisons of the water planning system before and after 
implementation of the WFD. Paper VI presents an assessment of ongoing 

                                              
6 Other principles/dimensions commonly referred to include: the use and distribution of resources, the 
use of management approaches that are integrative or holistic, strategic and future-oriented with long 
time perspectives, and adopting the precautionary principle (e.g. Bellamy et. al 1999, Berke 2000, 
Costanza et. al 2000, Daly 1990, Gudmundsson and Höjer 1996, Jepson 2001, Wagner et al. 2002). 
Sustainability principles/dimensions are an important point of departure for this thesis, as discussed 
in section 2.3. 
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planning processes following on from the implementation of the WFD. The 
objective related to these studies is to: 
 

A. Analyse water planning in Sweden in relation to the 
implementation of the WFD, which claims to be a tool for 
attaining the sustainable use of water. Potential implications of the 
implementation are foreseen, prospects for attaining sustainable 
water planning processes are analysed and recommendations for 
successful implementation are made.  

 
Paper III and IV concern the development of a set of criteria for the assessment 
and development of processes for sustainable river basin management. The 
criteria and how they are derived are presented in paper III. Paper IV presents 
findings from two assessments made based on the criteria (the assessments are 
presented in detail in papers V and VI respectively) and discusses the use and 
further development of the criteria. The objective related to these studies is to: 
 

B. Develop a set of deductive criteria for the assessment and 
development of planning processes for the sustainable use of water 
resources and of their planning contexts.  

 
Paper V concerns an assessment of the WFD based on the derived assessment 
criteria. The objective of study V is to: 
  

C. Identify obstacles to, and possibilities implied by the WFD, in 
respect of the creation and attainment of processes for the 
sustainable use of water resources. Based on the results, 
recommendations are made on how to compensate for such 
obstacles or how to take advantage of such possibilities. 

 
Objective A is mainly intended to respond to the needs of practitioners 
(planners) and decision-makers involved in the implementation of the WFD in 
Sweden. Objective B, more than the other two objectives, involves an ambition 
to contribute to the theoretical development of the issue concerned. The target 
group for this objective is both researchers engaged in the development of 
processes/methodologies for the sustainable use of water resources and 
planners responsible for the setting up of such processes. In the latter case, the 
criteria could be used to highlight aspects that must be considered. The target 



 7

group for objective C is politicians and experts engaged in developing EU water 
policy, and water planners in the Member States working with the 
implementation of the WFD.  

1.5 Outline of the thesis 

In section 2 (Points of departure), following on from the Introduction, the main 
starting-points for the research undertaken herein are presented: Firstly the 
fundamental problem, the current unsustainable use of water, is outlined. 
Secondly, the steering system for water issues in Europe and Sweden is 
described and related to current theories on governance and deliberative 
democracy. Lastly, the main research approach of the thesis is presented – a 
tentative model for the operationalisation of the concept of sustainable 
development. 
 
In section 3 (Methodology), the various papers of the thesis are discussed in 
relation to the tentative model. In this way the main research approach used in 
the thesis is presented. By relating the individual papers to the model, the 
methodological links between the papers are also described. Following that, the 
specific method used in each paper is presented. 
 
In section 4 (Results and conclusions in relation to the three objectives), the 
results, discussions and conclusions from the six papers are outlined. The 
presentation is structured by the three objectives set out above. For the sake of 
clarity, the sub-headings also refer to the paper in which the original results 
were derived.  
 
In section 5 (Discussion) a step back is taken in order to look upon the research 
produced from a broader perspective, enabling me to then relate it to the 
overall aim of the thesis as stated in the Introduction. Secondly, since the 
planning systems in focus here can be studied from many different perspectives 
and within many different scientific fields, potential contributions to a number 
of related areas of research are briefly discussed. Lastly, issues identified during 
the course of this research which suggest the need for further research are 
discussed. Some of these issues relate to the further development of the two 
methodological frameworks used in the thesis; the tentative model for the 
operationalisation of sustainable development, and the analytical 
framework/deductive set of criteria that has been developed by working in 
accordance with the model. 
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2 Points of departure  

In this section, the main points of departure in terms of the research undertaken 
are presented: First the fundamental problem, the current unsustainable use of 
water, is outlined. Secondly, the steering system for water issues in Europe and 
Sweden is described and related to current theories on governance and 
deliberative democracy. Lastly, the main research approach of the thesis is 
presented – a tentative model for the operationalisation of the concept of 
sustainable development. 

2.1 The basic problem – the unsustainable use of water 

The water situation is discussed in a global perspective as well as in a European 
and a Swedish perspective. The intention here is to briefly describe the current 
and likely future situation in respect of water use and water availability, and the 
related social and environmental problems. An understanding of this context 
provides an important basis for working with issues of sustainability in relation 
to water use. For more thorough outlines (applying a global perspective), see 
UNDP (2006) and Pimentel et al. (2004). The recent book by Fred Pearce, 
‘When the rivers run dry – What happens when our water runs out?’ (2006), 
provides a thorough and engaging description of the challenge of global water 
scarcity.   

The global level – hampered development, human suffering and death 

In UNDP (2006), the key elements of a global perspective on the water 
situation are expertly illustrated. Most of the 1.1 billion people who lack the 
minimal level of water use only about five litres per day, which is about one 
tenth of what is used on a daily basis for flushing the toilet in the developed 
world. This water shortage is at its worst in sub-Saharan Africa, but the majority 
of those lacking clean water live in Asia. In order to manage (at least in the 
short run) people are forced to use water from ditches, rivers or lakes that are 
polluted, often by human or animal faeces. More than 2.6 billion people world-
wide actually live without proper access to basic sanitary solutions. The costs of 
this lack of water and poor sanitary conditions in terms of human suffering, 
death and restrained development are huge. Each day about five thousand 
children die of diarrhoea, which is closely related to the lack of clean water. 
Millions of women and girls spend several hours per day fetching water, hours 
that for young girls often make education impossible and thus imply a life in 
poverty and or inequality. Water-related diseases do not only bring suffering and 
death, but also an educational barrier which yearly sees 443 million unattended 
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school days. The total waste of resources related to the lack of water and 
sanitation (in terms of health care and the loss of productivity) for some of the 
poorest countries equals 5% of their GDP, which is of the same magnitude as 
the help these countries receive through international assistance, debt reduction 
or debt relief. These calculations do not however in themselves capture the full 
costs for the poorest families, for whom efforts to rise out of poverty are 
effectively hampered by water-related diseases and the daily struggle for water. 
 
Even though we live on a ‘blue’ planet only some 2.5 % of the total volume of 
water is freshwater, whereof 2/3 are locked up in glaciers and ice caps (Postel et 
al. 1996). At the global scale however there is enough water to cover the human 
needs of today: for households, industry and agriculture. Currently we use over 
half of the available freshwater resources (ibid.). One of the main reasons for the 
problems described above is the uneven natural distribution of water, which 
depends on global hydrological and climatological patterns. The fact that certain 
countries – such as Canada and the Nordic countries - have more water than 
they can ever use is no comfort for the water stressed countries of Africa, the 
Middle East or parts of Asia. Even within the same country the water situation 
can vary to a great extent, as in Brazil, where the north-eastern parts remain 
very dry while overall water availability in the country is high.  
 
The natural abundance of water is difficult to affect though the other main 
reason behind the lack of clean water and sanitation – the issue of financing – is 
possible to handle. The fact that the water problem is also a problem of poverty 
is clear, since two thirds of those who have no access to clean water live on less 
than 2 USD per day, while in the rich areas of these water stressed countries of 
Asia, Latin America and Africa people have access to clean water through their 
taps (UNDP 2006). In poor areas, infrastructure systems for water are generally 
lacking and as a consequence, poor people often have to pay much more for 
their water than rich people. In the slums of Jakarta in Indonesia, in Manila in 
the Philippines and in Nairobi in Kenya the inhabitants pay five to ten times 
more than those in adjacent neighbourhoods (ibid.). Private investment in 
infrastructure systems has often been highlighted as a possible solution to the 
water supply problem. But to point to a market solution when the majority of 
the presumptive customers have a daily budget of about two USDs while the 
connection fee alone equals several months salary does not seem very realistic.  
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The fact that access to water, which could be seen as a human right, is to a great 
extent dependent on access to money is disheartening. But the economic 
realities related to water also bring hope. Economic conditions are not only 
possible to change, in contrast to the natural water abundance, but they should 
also be likely to change when economic incentives point to such changes. 
Investment in water has been shown to bring high yields (Bos 2005, SIWI 2005, 
UNDP 2006). Each invested dollar in the water sector brings an average of 
eight in return due to falling health costs and increased productivity (UNDP 
2006). Investment that contributes to increasing access to water also creates 
long-term dynamic effects which further promote economic growth (SIWI 
2005). This is indicated by the fact that developing countries with improved 
access to water and sanitation showed annual average economic growth of 3.7% 
while the annual growth of developing countries with comparable incomes but 
without such improvements was only 0.1% (ibid.). The fact that it is investment 
in water and sanitation facilities for the poorest that brings the highest 
economic gains is even more hopeful. Having then drawn the broader picture 
of the human suffering that follows from today’s water shortage, and 
acknowledging the fact that economic incentives seeking to change that picture 
do exist, the question of why the situation is not rapidly improving arises. That is 
a valid question since it has already been shown that the needed investment, 
although extensive, is also feasible for most nations. For example, the annual per 
capita cost of meeting the Millennium Development Goal on water and 
sanitation in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Ghana, Tanzania and Uganda ranges from 
4 to 7 USD (ibid.). The answer to the question is not simple and it would surely 
require a broadening of the scope of enquiry from economics to policy and 
management. Several examples indicate that economic factors alone are not 
enough to explain the water situation in a country: Looking only at the 
economic and the natural circumstances, some countries such as Bangladesh 
and Thailand manage surprisingly well when it comes to sanitary issues, and Sri 
Lanka and Vietnam when it comes to water supply (UNDP 2006). Others, such 
as India and Mexico do much worse (ibid.). Thus, an important key to solving 
the water crisis lies in the politics or governance of water, which concerns a 
broad array of issues such as institutional capacity, democratic development, 
regulatory systems and power structures.      
 
The importance of knowledge in understanding the reasons behind a current 
water situation and of knowledge that can help create political processes and 
systems which will improve the situation, is also stressed by the fact that instead 



 11

of improving, the situation is likely to get worse in many areas of the world (e.g., 
Postel et al. 1996, Rosegrant and Cai 2002). Total human annual withdrawal of 
water has almost tripled in the last 50 years, from 1382 km3 in 1950 to 3973 km3 
in 2000, while the projected withdrawal in 2025 is 5235 km3 (Clarke and King 
2004). Consequently, the number of people living under water scarcity is set to 
increase. Today about 700 000 people have less water than the water stress 
threshold of 1700 cubic metres per year (UNDP 2006). In 2025, that number 
will have increased to about 3 billion, as the water stress increases in India, 
China and in sub-Saharan Africa (ibid.). The reasons for this are mainly the 
growing population together with fact that past and current trends show that 
water use increases at about double the rate of population growth (ibid.). The 
global population will grow to approximately 9.3 billion people by 2050, which 
is an increase of about 2.7 billion from today (PRB 2007). Another reason for 
expecting a future increase in water scarcity is the increased rainfall variability 
that will follow from the ongoing climate changes we are now experiencing. 
This increased variability is highlighted as an even more important determinant 
than population growth for water availability in large cities (Jenerette and Larsen 
2006). Due to climate change, many of the world’s most water-stressed areas 
will receive even less water, and the water flows will be more difficult to control 
and make use of (Arnell 2004, UNDP 2006). Rainfall variation has been 
negatively correlated to per capita GDP, and the countries which today most 
urgently need to create infrastructure facilities to control and store water are 
accordingly among the poorest in the world (Brown and Lall 2006). These 
countries, most of them in Africa, are also among those that can expect even 
more varied rainfall in the future (UNDP 2006). 

Europe 

Total rainfall over Europe is about 3 500 km3 per year, which is more than ten 
times the water withdrawn every year for all human activities (EEA 2005a). As 
in the global case outlined above, the continent’s mean water abundance is of 
little practical use in describing the water situation however, since factors such 
as rainfall, population densities, evaporation and water use vary substantially. 
Many of the major centres of population are in the drier parts of the continent, 
whereas the water is found mostly in the thinly populated north. In western 
Norway, rainfall is around 2 000 mm/year while in the lee of mountains rainfall 
is much less — around 500 mm/year in much of eastern Europe and around 
250 mm/year in southern and central Spain (ibid.). Evaporation is an important 
factor mainly in the warmer parts of Europe. Around the Mediterranean, annual 
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potential evaporation reaches nearly 2000 mm, which is about eight times the 
annual rainfall (ibid.). As a consequence of these variations the annual available 
freshwater per capita varies from less than 1 000 m3 in Cyprus and Malta, 
through around 3 000 m3 in France, Italy, Spain and the United Kingdom, to 
more than 10 000 m3 in mountainous countries such as Austria and Slovenia, 
and more than 75 000 m3 in Norway and Iceland (ibid.). 
 
Few Europeans suffer from serious water shortages like those in the developing 
world described above. The imbalance of supply and demand has however 
created hydrological 'hot spots', where local water withdrawal far exceeds 
supply, with severe effects for the functioning and long-term viability of the 
ecosystems concerned. Shortages are most notable around some large cities, on 
small islands and in some Mediterranean coastal tourist areas (EEA 2005a). 
Fluctuations in water supply also cause shortages. This is especially valid for 
southern Europe where the need for water, especially for agriculture, is often 
greatest when supply is at its lowest. In the EEA’s ‘State of the environment’ 
report from 2005, Cyprus, Italy, Malta and Spain were considered to be under 
water stress, as their annual withdrawal exceeds 20% of total annual supplies 
(ibid.). Two years later, in the 2007 assessment of Europe’s environment, twelve 
countries were assessed as being under water stress: Uzbekistan, Cyprus, 
Turkmenistan, Bulgaria, Belgium, Spain, Azerbaijan, Malta, Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia, Italy, the United Kingdom, and Germany, representing 
a third of the region's population (EEA 2007a). One likely explanation for this 
change is climate change (EEA 2005a). Such changes are expected to influence 
both the supply and demand for water, e.g. higher temperatures will increase the 
need for irrigation in agriculture, especially in the southern parts of Europe 
(ibid.).   
 
Substantial changes in precipitation patterns, possibly linked to climate change, 
are already affecting Europe. In some northern countries, precipitation has 
increased in recent decades, particularly in winter, while southern and central 
Europe have experienced declining rainfall, especially in summer (EEA 2005a). 
These trends, which are expected to continue, will cause serious water stress 
particularly in parts of southern Europe (ibid.). Recent severe and prolonged 
droughts have increased attention on Europe's vulnerability to shortages of 
water. Recent climate-change scenarios suggest significant droughts during 
summer across many parts of Europe – especially in the south – less rainfall in 
other seasons, and increased variability (EEA 2007a). As a result, Europe is 
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likely to suffer more frequent droughts over the coming decades, potentially 
further exacerbated by rising temperatures which in turn increases water 
demand (ibid.). Climate change will probably also result in more flooding in 
some parts of Europe (EEA 2007b). Some northern countries have seen a 
marked increase in precipitation in recent decades, particularly in winter (EEA 
2005a). In recent years the continent has suffered over 100 floods, e.g., along 
the Danube and Elbe rivers in the summer of 2002, in the Alps in the summer 
of 2005, and along the Danube in the spring of 2006 (EEA 2007a). Since 2000, 
floods in Europe have caused at least 700 deaths, the displacement of about half 
a million people and at least EUR 25 billion in insured economic losses (EEA 
2007a). Figures on insured economic losses moreover underestimate the real 
direct and indirect costs of flooding, e.g. from damage to uninsured property, 
production losses and declining real estate prices in flood-prone areas. Increased 
vulnerability to water stress, floods and droughts stresses the need for strategic 
water planning and management. Following this recognition, the EC has 
recently launched two directives – the Directive on the assessment and 
management of flood risks (EU 2007) and the Water Framework Directive (EU 
2000) – both of which are intended to mitigate the effects of climate change and 
rainfall variation by enhancing water planning across EU.     
 
Rather than quantitative issues however, the main target of the Water 
Framework Directive (WFD) is the ecological and chemical quality of the water. 
The background to the WFD concerns the fact that even though nearly 30 years 
of EU legislation together with national and international action to protect and 
improve the aquatic environment are bearing fruit in many aspects, there are 
still aspects where progress is not being made (EEA 2003). The reason is mainly 
that discharges from diffuse sources, in particular from agriculture are not 
controlled, while in contrast considerable investment has been made in respect 
of controlling the point sources (EEA 2007a). Limit values for nitrates in 
drinking water are exceeded in around one-third of groundwater bodies for 
which information is available (EEA 2003). Also emanating from agriculture, 
pesticides occur in surface water, groundwater and drinking water to levels of 
some concern. More than 100 million Europeans do not have access to safe 
drinking water and adequate sanitation. Besides, suffering from water-related 
diseases, unsafe drinking water and poor sanitation result annually in about 
18 000 premature deaths, 736 000 disability-adjusted life years and the loss of 
1.18 million years of life in Europe (WHO 2004). 
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Although the overall protection and quality of Europe’s water is improving 
problems of eutrophication across large parts of Europe add to the already 
discussed problems related to water quantity and drinking water (EEA 2007a). 
Diffuse source run-off from agricultural land is the principal source of nitrogen 
pollution, typically contributing 50–80 % of the total load (EEA 2005b), while 
households and industry point sources still tend to be the more significant 
sources of phosphorus, although the contribution from agriculture is far from 
negligible (EEA 2007a). Major ecological impacts also stem from human 
modifications to water bodies, mainly extensions of agricultural or other land 
uses, of hydropower and of transportation on water. In fact most European 
rivers are modified (EEA 2005a). For instance, only 10% of Danish and 
German rivers can be considered as being natural and in France, river 
engineering has degraded 64 out of 76 wetlands of national importance (ibid.). 

Sweden 

A humid climate and a sparse population make Sweden a water-rich country. A 
total of 12,944 water bodies have been identified in Sweden, comprising 3,864 
lakes, 8,488 rivers, 554 coastal waters, 19 transitional waters and 19 marine areas 
(NV 2005). As a consequence, the seriousness of the water-related problems are 
far less than of those of the water-stressed parts of Africa, the Middle East and 
Asia, or even those of the dry parts of Europe. In principle, there is no lack of 
water and economic development is not hampered by water scarcity7. 
 
But even if water problems in the main do not directly affect Swedish society, 
natural environments and ecosystems are sometimes affected to a significant 
degree. One example is water regulation. The Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency (Naturvårdsverket) has estimated that about 70% of Sweden’s 
rivers have already been exploited by dams, predominantly in the northern parts 
of the country and for hydropower production (Bernes and Grundsten 1992). 
The large unexploited rivers are at present formally protected. Another problem 
is that of acidification. Around one fifth of the total area of forest land and 
lakes is currently acidified (NV 2005). The prime victims are freshwater plants 
and animals sensitive to acidification, caused, among other things, by acid water 
containing aluminium leaching from forest soils (ibid.). Another important 
problem, eutrophication, is mainly experienced in southern Sweden where a 

                                              
7 The reason why this research focuses on the European and the Swedish case, when the most 
severe water problems are found elsewhere, is practical. The results that are of a theoretical 
character however, may be applied in those parts of the world where such contributions are most 
needed. 
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large fraction of the land is used for agriculture. The Baltic Sea proper has 
serious eutrophication problems, caused over many years by the surrounding 
countries. Even though wide-ranging actions have been taken in Sweden and 
other countries in the region, significant measures are still required to come to 
terms with these problems. As for Europe, the greatest challenge is to come to 
grips with impacts from different kinds of diffuse pollution sources. 
Agriculture, being the main source of diffuse pollution also affects the 
groundwater. Modelling indicates that nitrate levels exceed the drinking water 
standards in many parts of the country (Johnsson and Mårtensson 2002). About 
half of the drinking water in Sweden comes from groundwater (NV 2003). 
Locally, problems related to leakage from landfills, mining activities and 
contaminated soils also pose threats to aquatic ecosystems. 
 
Drought is rarely a problem in Sweden. Instead, situations of too much water 
cause problems. Floods are expected to increase as a consequence of climate 
change. In the coming decade, the number of days with heavy rainfall is 
expected to increase, and high flows with a mean return period of 100 years will 
increase (SOU 2007). The most important damages from floods are caused to 
buildings, roads and railways, imposing large costs on society.  

2.2 Governance and democracy 

In this section, features of the system for societal steering in relation to issues of 
water are outlined, especially with regard to the European and the Swedish 
cases. Knowledge of the basic structures of such a system is important in 
understanding how to develop planning processes for the sustainable use of 
water. In so doing, it is also important to understand the basic democratic 
aspects related to the system. 

Governance 

The concept of ‘governance’ which has become central to many contemporary 
social science debates in recent decades (Pierre and Peters, 2000) is useful in 
describing the steering system for water issues. Since the concept, as an 
analytical perspective, is still emerging, and since it is given different meanings 
within various disciplines and fields of application, a clear definition remains 
difficult to find (see Rhodes 1997 and 2008 and Kooiman 1999, for overviews 
of the different definitions, meanings and uses of the concept). A short 
explanation of the concept provided by Pierre and Peters (2000) provides a 
good starting point: “Thinking about governance is to think about how to steer 
the economy and society, and how to reach collective goals.” Here, society and 



 16 

not the economy is in focus (the economy is seen as a part of society), and the 
common good that is being targeted is sustainable development. One reason for 
the popularity of the concept is that it captures both the processes of planning 
and decision-making, and the processes of implementing these plans and 
decisions8 (ibid.). Another reason is that it also captures reality – the whole range 
of institution and dynamic relationships involved in the process of governing 
(ibid.).  
 
Pierre and Peters (2000) continue further in explaining the concept of 
governance by dividing it into structures and processes9. Even though it is 
commonly thought of as something dynamic, knowledge of the structures or 
institutional arrangements within a governance system is very important as 
governance is about the processes and interactions among these structures 
(Pierre and Peters 2000). Pierre and Peters have also identified four types of 
governance structures – hierarchies, markets, networks and communities – 
which are all part of a governance system (although they may be more or less 
dominant). 

Governance structures and their applications in both Europe and Sweden 

According to Pierre and Peters (2000), the hierarchic structure is an idealised image 
of how a democratic state is structured and works. Here, there is a clear 
boundary between the public and the private (ibid.). The government steers the 
society towards the common good through laws and regulations (ibid.). 
Governmental institutions at the regional and local levels are strongly steered 
from above, and their main task is to implement the government’s decisions 
and to ensure their conformity (ibid.). The hierarchic structure has characterised 
most Western democracies for more than a century, but for different reasons 
this structure is now being criticised (ibid.). One important argument here is that 
this structure is no longer is the main structure for societal steering (ibid.). 
Another concerns the efficiency of the hierarchic structure (ibid.). These and 

                                              
8 Planning and decision-making processes have been much in focus within the political sciences 
while the field of implementation research has focused on the “output” processes (Pierre and Peters 
2000). 
9 Kooiman focuses on the processes of governance, and has proposed their thorough 
systematisation (Kooiman 1999). A central concept here is that of ‘interaction’ which is 
occurring between parts of a governance system. Interactions can be characterised by 
dynamic (the tension between conservation and change), diversity (the difference between 
the interacting parts) and complexity (the number of linkages between the parts of the 
system), and they can be of different types (interference, interplay or intervention) 
depending on the level of co-ordination/formalisation. 
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other critical arguments are seen as being highly relevant and important, but to 
deny that these structures are structures of governance would be unfortunate 
according to Pierre and Peters, partly because the formal structures and 
institutions are often designed hierarchically. Hierarchical structures have 
existed for a long time and they will remain important components of any 
governance system even though newer structures might become increasingly 
influential (ibid.). As such, the hierarchical structure should bee seen as one 
among other governance structures currently being discussed (ibid.). 
 
Thus, the main formal structures of the EU Member States are hierarchical, 
Sweden being no exception. For many issues, the local municipalities (nearly 
300 in number) in Sweden have been given a significant mandate to steer 
themselves. Before the implementation of the WFD the municipalities were 
actually the main governmental actor in respect of water resources issues, 
although such tasks were spread across various governmental institutions10. 
Local politicians, elected each fourth year, still make decisions concerning for 
example water and sanitation (SFS 2006:412) and on the use of the land and 
water resources within the municipal territory (SFS 1987:10). National interests 
are safeguarded through other regulations, such as the Environmental Code 
(SFS 1998:108). In the main, the regional county administrations (about 20 in 
number) have a bridging role between the national and the local: they handle 
communication between the municipalities and the national government, and 
they ensure that national interests and regulations are followed at the local level.  
 
For the implementation of the WFD, a new system for water administration has 
been established in parallel with the municipal water planning system (described 
and discussed by Boverket 2004, Emmelin and Lerman 2004, and Hedelin 2005 
(Paper II)). This implies that municipal power in relation to water planning will 
decrease (it is still too early to say by how much). Sweden has been divided into 
five super-regional Water Districts (corresponding to the River Basin District of 
the WFD), each draining into one of the major sea basins around Sweden. A 
Water Authority (Vattenmyndighet in Swedish, hereafter referred to as the WA), 
responsible for putting the regulations into practice, has been appointed for 
each district and five Water Boards with experts appointed by the government 
have the decision-making authority. The practical planning tasks however are 

                                              
10 Central institutions are generally responsible for permits, regional governmental institutions and 
municipalities manage environmental control while the municipalities are responsible for long-term 
land and water planning, e.g., through master plans (Gustafsson 1994). 
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mainly carried out by Drafting Committees (Beredningssekretariat in Swedish, 
hereafter referred to as the DC) at the regional county administrations.  
 
The second structure identified by Pierre and Peters (2000), the market structure, 
can be seen as being opposed to the hierarchic one. The contemporary image is 
that it has the potential to solve many of the problems related to hierarchies 
(ibid.). Through markets, resources can be distributed more efficiently and in a 
way that in certain cases can be seen as more just than if the government would 
handle the distribution itself (ibid.). In this structure, the people do not exercise 
power through elections of representatives, but through expressing their 
opinions as consumers (ibid.). Despite potential advantages related to efficiency, 
many issues exist where this model would be problematic to apply. Related to 
democracy, it is problematic that the possibility to influence is directly 
dependent on the monetary resources available. Furthermore, economic theory 
points to a number of cases where markets do not work properly, e.g. in cases 
of natural monopolies11 and of common pool resources12. And for a market to 
work properly (even for issues that are less problematic cases), clear regulations 
are crucial in relation to a number of issues, e.g., enshrinement of the right to 
private property and the sanctity of contract. 
 
Although water is seen as a common pool resource and water services can often 
be characterised as a natural monopoly (or oligopoly), water services are 
currently being privatised in various parts of the world. A small number of large 
global corporations have gained significant market share, partly since the 
markets of many developing countries are being deregulated. In Europe, water 
services are mainly publicly owned, even if there is now a trend towards 
operation and maintenance by private actors in many of the larger cities. In 
Sweden, almost all water facilities are owned and managed publicly (Gustafsson 
2002a). There is an ongoing debate on the issue of privatisation of the water 
supply, which originally concerned the developing countries, but now also 
concerns many of the developed countries13.  

                                              
11 Water supply and sanitation often work as natural monopolies since large investment costs in 
infrastructure (pipes, treatment plants etc.) limit the number of actors that can take part in a market. 
12 Water is a typical common pool resource, since various users can take advantage of a water body 
while no individual has the full control or responsibility for the whole water resource (Lundqvist 
2004a).  
13 The privatisation of the water sector is subject to much criticism, see e.g. Gustafsson 2002b, Hall 
and Lobina 2006 and 2007. Besides the arguments given in section 2.1, it has been shown that 
publicly owned water companies in fact produce and supply water to a lower cost than the private 
companies (Gustafsson 2002a, Hall and Lobina 2005). The homepage of the Public Services 
International Research Unit at the University of Greenwhich (http://www.psiru.org/publicationsindex 
.asp) offers rich and up-to-date information on the issue. 
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In addition to the global market for water supply services, economic steering 
instruments are being used more commonly as a tool in water management 
(although this do not necessarily imply that markets are created). The 
application of economical ideas and mechanisms to water management will 
probably increase in Europe since the WFD encourages such approaches, 
referring to cost-effectiveness and to the polluter pays principle (Art. 9). In 
Sweden, regulatory instruments have traditionally been emphasised over 
economic instruments in environmental policy (Gustafsson 1989), and it still 
remains to see to what degree one chooses to go with those WFD prescriptions 
that are not mandatory. 
 
The third type of governance structure, which is currently most often referred 
to in the governance literature14, is the network structure (Pierre and Peters 2000). 
All kinds of actors can be part of a network, governmental organisations at 
national, regional and local levels as well as private and other organised 
interests, and these actors steer the network in a more or less informal manner 
(ibid.). Networks can engage in broad policy areas or in very specific issues 
(Rhodes 1997). Networks are not new features, but the reason for the great 
interest in networks today is that their power has increased (Marsh and Rhodes 
1992). Generally, the networks and the government are dependent on each 
other; the networks often possess economic resources and skills necessary for 
the implementation or even the design of policies while the government retains 
formal power (Rhodes 2008). The complex and mainly informal relationship 
between the government and a network is seen as a democratic problem where 
the government retains formal responsibility for an issue that the network, 
which is not accountable, has great power to influence (Pierre and Peters 2000). 
(Democratic problems related to networks are discussed in the following 
section.) 
 
Networks or partnerships are common all over Europe (Elander 2002). 
Generally, the EU strategy for implementation of its various policies often 
includes different kinds of networks or partnership models (ibid.). The WFD 
does not prescribe the formation of networks in respect of the implementation 
of the new water policy, but formulations such as “Member States shall 
encourage the active involvement of all interested parties in the implementation 
of this Directive, […]” (Art 14) have promoted the development of various 
                                              
14 Rhodes (2008) argues that: “In sum, governance refers to governing with and through networks.”   
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water-related networks in many of the Member States. In Sweden the already 
mentioned Water Councils are thought to have an important role in the 
planning processes induced by the WFD15. The idea is that Water Councils 
should be formed to cover the sub-river basins of large parts of Sweden, which 
would eventually result in about a hundred councils emerging. These are 
intended to function as sounding boards in the planning process – commenting 
on proposals developed by the DC, providing basic data, or even developing 
their own proposals for classifications, measures or consequence assessments 
(Vattenmyndigheterna 2006). Like the networks in the network structure described 
by Pierre and Peters’, the water councils do not have any formal power, and 
funding is mainly provided by the councils themselves. (The role and function 
of the Swedish Water Councils are partly investigated in Paper VI.)   
 
The fourth structure in Pierre and Peters’ systematisation is the community 
structure. The idea behind these structures is that communities on a local level 
both can and should steer the decisions that affect them (Pierre and Peters 
2000). Direct engagement (governance without government) is seen as the ideal 
way to handle common problems, both for reasons of efficiency – the national 
government is seen as too big and too bureaucratic to deal with these issues – 
and for creating a sense of collective responsibility (Ibid.). The idea of the 
community structure is however often accused of being naive. According to 
Pierre and Peters, individuals have often proved to be less interested in making 
personal sacrifices for the common good than communitarians like to think. 
Another criticism concerns the idea of consensus, which is generally connected 
to the thoughts and practices of the community structure. Critical thinking and 
discussions on conflicting views – factors often seen as signs of health within 
local politics – are at risk of being suppressed within the context of 
communitarian structures (ibid.).    
 
Within the water management literature, community or collaborative structures 
for the governance of water (the term water management is commonly used 
instead of governance in this literature) has become very popular in recent 
decades. A number of cases of well functioning local water communities have 
been described, both historical and current (see e.g., Ostrom 1990 and Ostrom 
et al. 1994). Based on such cases, Ostrom has also identified conditions that 

                                              
15 There are (and have been since before the implementation of the WFD) networks of water users in 
Sweden, so called River Basin Entities. These networks have however mainly engaged in practical 
issues of pollution sampling and control (Gustafsson 1994). The reasons why these entities do not 
engage more actively in water management issues are explored by Galaz (2005). 
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must be met for such management initiatives to work well (ibid.). Generally, the 
studied successful cases concern water bodies which are used for mainly one 
purpose, e.g. fishing or irrigation (Jonsson and Lundqvist 2006). Many water 
resources have however multiple, often conflicting, uses and the users are often 
a diverse group with various interests, perspectives and ideological 
orientations.16 To complicate the picture even more, different water resources 
are connected to each other to form a complex system where actions in one 
part of the system affect other parts of that system. The condition (identified by 
Ostrom) that concerns the existence of “nested enterprises” (meaning that 
concerned organisations at different decision-making and management levels 
need to be connected) are therefore of great importance within water 
management (ibid.). Most of the current research on community or collaborative 
initiatives for water management has however not yet become involved in the 
problems connected with consensus or in the issue of how to develop 
structures for the cohesion of local communities and regional and national 
decision-making organisations (see e.g., Leach et al. 2001, Schuett et al. 2001, 
Beierle and Konisky 2000, Margerum 1999 for examples of such research). 
 
Implementation of the WFD, which underlines the importance of the 
engagement of those concerned by the new water planning, and the current 
popularity of collaborative initiatives in respect of water management, might 
imply a rise in the importance of community structures for water management 
in both Europe and Sweden.  

Problems in terms of democracy 

As indicated above, there is now an ongoing discussion on the democratic 
effects of the changes in the role of the nationally elected political 
representatives and the hierarchic structure that they mainly operate through 
(see Kooiman 1999, Pierre and Peters 2000 and Rhodes 2008 for descriptions 
and discussions on the changing role of government). Different views exist on 
whether the power of the government to steer society has declined or not. 
Many agree however that government still has, and also should have, an 
important role in governing society (e.g., Kooiman 1999, Pierre and Peters 
2000). But much of the policy-making process has moved on from the 
representative democratic institutions to other, less representative ones (such as 

                                              
16 Ideological orientation is a concept used by Söderbaum to describe different understandings of the 
world (Söderbaum 2000). 
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different kinds of partnerships), and this implies a tendency towards de-
democratisation (Montin 2000).   
 
One part of the de-democratisation discussion concern the EU, as state 
sovereignty can be seen to decline on their entry to the union. Although 
territorial representation in the EU is weak, EU policies often influence and 
change national priorities and plans17, which are based on national 
representative democratic systems. The EU WFD is one example of such 
policies. Looking more deeply at the Swedish case, as described above, the 
implementation of the WFD in Sweden will create a situation in which there are 
two parallel planning systems for water – one based on the national political 
order and one based on the EU order. The municipalities with their locally 
elected politicians will continue to plan for the use of water resources within 
their territories, alongside the new EU-induced system for water management. 
One can expect the new planning system to have far-reaching consequences for 
the current municipal physical planning system, limiting municipal planning 
sovereignty, since the Water Authorities will have the power to decide on 
management plans that will have significant impacts on municipal land use 
planning. The exact relationship between the two systems however remains 
unclear, and uncertainties remain relating to the authority and the 
responsibilities of the various organisations involved in water management 
(Emmelin and Lerman 2004). 
 
A main focus of the de-democratisation discussion concerns the role and 
functioning of network structures. This issue also relates to the EU, as the EU 
strategy for implementation often includes different kinds of partnership or 
network models (Elander 2002). Several critical arguments related to democracy 
are raised within the governance/network literature. For those important parts 
of the policy process that are taking place within networks, ordinary citizens are 
excluded from the decision-making arena, which is no longer a public place. 
Partnerships that have an implementing role are generally dominated by 
corporate interests and high public officials while elected politicians and 
marginalised groups – if they are represented at all – are in a much weaker 
position. The broader public is generally not represented in networks. 
Furthermore, public influence is hampered even more, since the insight into the 
informal internal processes of the network and into the informal relationship 

                                              
17 Heinelt (2002), Schmidt (2002) Radaelli (2002) and Elander (2002) discuss democracy in relation 
to the EU, both internally and in relation to its Member States. 
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between the network and the formal decision-making institution, is strongly 
limited. This informality makes accountability a tricky question. The informal 
ways of making decisions within networks, generally based on negotiation, also 
implies that the internal democracy of these structures is limited – the member 
with the most power is the most influential. Lastly, the general view within 
networks that the lack of conflicts and the development of a consensus climate 
are important factors for success, might also make the development of a 
democratic climate difficult since discussion on different perspectives and 
values are basic features of such a climate (see e.g. Elander 2002, Montin 2000, 
Pierre and Peters 2000 for discussions on democratic aspects related to network 
structures). 
 
As mentioned above, an important strategy for the implementation of the new 
EU water policy in Sweden and for responding to the WFDs request for active 
participation is to develop a system of Water Councils at the sub-river basin 
scale. At this stage, these councils are typically structured as networks, and thus 
all of the democratic problems described above are potentially applicable.  

Deliberative democracy – a possible way forward? 

Several authors working with the identification and analysis of the problems 
relating to the fact that the representative democratic model no longer works as 
intended, are also engaged in finding a solution to these problems. Basically, the 
representative form of democracy needs to be complemented with other forms, 
where citizens see themselves as political beings between formal elections and 
thus take a more active role in the steering of their society. For that to happen 
and to work well, the development of ‘meta-governance’ – a civic discourse 
about how society should be steered – is important (Heinelt 2002, Schmidt 
2002). Clear rules for the distribution of responsibilities and power between 
participatory groups/networks and governmental institutions are also crucial in 
order to create accountability (Montin 2000, Theys 2002). Furthermore, it is also 
necessary to develop institutions, methods and procedures which enable a real 
interplay between representation and participation above the local level (Theys 
2002, Radaelli 2002). 
 
A particular model of democracy in which stakeholders and ordinary citizens 
are thought to take a more active role in society – discursive or deliberative 
democracy (in the following, the term ‘deliberative democracy’ is used) – has 
been highlighted as a possible way forward, especially among those engaged in 
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issues concerning the environment and sustainable development (Dryzek 1997, 
pp.201, Eckersley 1999, Lidskog 2005, Theys 2002). In deliberative democracy, 
rational argumentation and the idea that political problems can be resolved 
rationally are core elements, much inspired by the work of Jürgen Habermas 
(Wiklund 2002, pp. 53 and 58). Discourse – a procedure of rational 
communication – is seen as the ideal democratic mechanism, and a planning or 
decision-making process must therefore be discursively structured to deliver 
rational and legitimate outcomes. Through the discourse, a variety of voices 
representing various interests will be heard. Rather than simply aggregating the 
sum of unchallenged individual interests discursive processes allow the 
individual arguments to interact. Through such interaction, general interests can 
be identified and separated from individual interests, and thereby common 
interests such as sustainable development will be given higher priority (Dryzek 
1997 pp. 200).  
 
According to Habermas, rational discourse or communication is possible only 
in an ideal situation, characterised by power-neutrality (Wiklund 2002, pp. 161). 
A planning process characterised by power-neutrality is however rarely found in 
reality, if indeed it is at all possible (Flyvbjerg 1998a). Rather, in the relationship 
between rationality and power, power has the dominant role, while it is well 
known that the more power there is in a planning process, the less room is left 
for rationality (Flyvbjerg 1998b, pp. 228 and 234). It is generally accepted that a 
power imbalance exists, and that is has a negative effect on the possibility of 
conducting a democratic participatory process. Nevertheless, the theories and 
practices of deliberative democracy are accused of neglecting issues of power 
(for such a critique, see Allmendinger 2001, pp. 130, Huxley 2000, McGuirk 
2001, Tewdwr-Jones and Allmendinger 1998).  
 
Furthermore, there is a strong consensual component within deliberative 
democracy. The process of rational deliberation is expected to lead to an 
identification of common interests, on which all involved are thought to agree.18 
The idea of consensus has proponents as well as critics, whose arguments are 
reviewed and summarised by Kenney (2000). In short, as the knowledge and 
perspectives of all involved participants are used to produce the decision, the 
proponents believe that consensus leads to efficient decision-making and 
correct decisions. The efficiency argument has empirically proved to be valid in 
                                              
18 Due to the problems raised by the issue of power, critics see the thought of communication 
between actors leading to a common understanding, the identification of general interests and 
consensus, as utopian (e.g. Flyvbjerg 1998a, Tewdwr-Jones and Allmendinger 1998). 
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some cases, but it has also proved to be wrong in many others. Furthermore, 
the sceptics argue that just because all involved agree on an answer there is no 
guarantee that the answer is correct in relation to established facts. In addition, 
proponents of consensual decision-making assume that consensus can always 
be reached, given sufficient communication, education, and learning. This 
assumption is however met by the argument that it is naive to believe that all 
participants can reach the same conclusion particularly in questions where they 
begin at some distance removed with respect to values. On this basis, Kenney 
(2000) argues that to assume blindly that positive outcomes are inherent 
components of consensus-based processes is to ignore the fact that these 
processes are complex and that the result is likely to vary from case to case. 
 
The most important critique of consensual decision-making relates to the risk of 
suppressing conflicts and corresponding differences in values. Conflicts and 
divergent ideological orientations are often seen as a problem, but social 
conflicts are also important components of a democratic society (Hirschman 
1994). Indeed, as ideological orientations depend on factors such as 
background, experiences, roles, relationships and contexts (Söderbaum 2000), 
even an optimal deliberative process could never change our ideological 
orientations entirely. Thus, value differences will, and preferably should, exist. Of 
course, consensus processes are not said to be about suppressing conflicts 
(Larsson and Elander 2001). As power imbalances are regular features of 
planning processes however (Flyvbjerg 1998b), it is not difficult to imagine that 
this could be the result. Its critics see this as an important obstacle to the design 
of consensus processes. They warn that social groups or ideological orientations 
might be systematically excluded from decision-making if it is based on 
consensus (Flyvbjerg 1998a, McGuirk 2001). 
 
Lastly, issues of knowledge19 and learning are seen as key features in deliberative 
politics, both in society as a whole and in a specific democratic process. At the 
larger scale, learning is seen as central to the building of the civic culture that 
makes deliberative democracy possible (Lane 2003). Decentralisation and 
                                              
19 The question of knowledge is at the very core of democratic decision-making. Democracy is based 
on the idea that all those involved in a democratic process should have a good understanding of the 
issue in question (Dahl 1998, pp. 37). Notwithstanding this, resource use issues are often highly 
complex. On the one hand, this makes democratic participation difficult to produce, as it is unlikely 
that all participants will be able to develop a full understanding of the issue. This speaks for less 
participation and more technocratic decision-making (Lidskog 2005). On the other hand, the 
complexity of the issues speaks for more participation, since participation can induce learning 
(Dryzek 1997, pp. 198, Lidskog 2005). Deliberative democracy – in which the main democratic 
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participatory approaches to societal steering can only be democratised if 
supported by learning processes that enable diverse interest groups to involve 
themselves effectively in decision-making processes (ibid.). On a smaller scale, 
learning is both a prerequisite for, and a result of, a deliberative democratic 
process. During the process, the persons involved learn by exchanging and 
testing arguments. In deliberative politics, the democratic process is in fact 
understood as a process of social learning (Bohman 1990, pp. 106) 

2.3 Operationalising sustainable development 

In recent years the concept of sustainable development has attracted growing 
interest within the debates relating to environmental and development issues.20 
The most widely used definition of the concept is that used by the Brundtland 
commission. It states that sustainable development is, 
 

“development that meets the needs of the present, without 
compromising the ability of the future generations to meet their 
own needs (WECD 1987:87)”. 

 
While this definition is disputed and a number alternative definitions exist (see 
Dobson 1996 for an outline), it nevertheless serves well in providing a basic 
understanding of the term while pointing to the direction of societal 
development it entails.21 Many scholars are also engaged in interpreting and 
operationalising the concept. Jagers (2002) and Karlsson (2005) provide recent 
outlines of theoretical approaches in relation to sustainable development22. 
Among the approaches used one can find those that are very far from being 
applicable in practice, e.g. ethical discussions on nature’s intrinsic value (see e.g. 
the journal Environmental Ethics for such discussions), and those that say more 
about how to operationalise the concept, e.g. Herman Daly’s principles for the 
maintenance of natural capital (Daly 1990). Generally however, these 
approaches are of a rather theoretical, principal or general character, and it 
would therefore be difficult to use them as tools for turning the concept into 
practice (hereafter the term operationalise will be used). 

                                                                                                                              
mechanism is itself a process of learning – thus provides a possible solution to the problem related to 
participation and knowledge.    
20 Karlsson 2005 provides an outline of the political development of the concept 
21 An important note here is that the concept is also inevitably global in character – smaller systems 
must therefor be put in relation to their global context in order to be related to the concept. 
22 Both authors structure the outlines according to the academic affiliations the approaches are based 
on, e.g. (environmental) economic, natural sciences and ”socially-oriented scholars”. This might imply 
a lack of more interdisciplinary approaches. 
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A tentative model for operationalisation of sustainable development 

In this section a tentative model of the operationalisation of the concept of 
sustainable development is described (see Figure 1). (The model has been 
applied to most of the studies in this thesis). The basic idea behind the model is 
that in order to operationalise sustainable development in relation to a specific 
issue23, explicit links between the concept and the issue must be established.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. The image outlines a model for the operationalisation of the concept of sustainable 
development. Generally recognised sustainability principles are used as a normative basis for the 
research efforts described by the model. 
 
An important observation used here is that even if definitions and 
interpretations of sustainable development vary, it is possible to identify basic 
principles or dimensions of the concept of which there seems to be a general 
understanding within the scientific literature (although such principles are 
sometimes referred to by different names). Examples of such principles are the 
polluter pays principle, the precautionary principle and the principle of participation. These 
sustainability principles function as a normative basis, and as an analytical 
framework for the research efforts described by the tentative model. (See the 
next section for further issues related to the sustainability principles.) In order 
to understand whether a studied issue is in line with sustainable development or 

                                              
23 The issue is the area of application of the concept, or in other words, the issue that one wants to 
“make sustainable”, e.g. the use of water resources in a certain region. 
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not it is possible to use the sustainability principles themselves as an analytical 
framework in relation to that issue. Gudmundsson and Höjer (1996) have done 
this for the area of transport while Karlsson (2003), has done it for the area of 
genetically modified organisms. The principles themselves however say little 
about how the sustainability concept might be turned into practice. Therefore it 
might be useful to specify in greater detail what the principles mean in relation 
to the specific issue of concern. The model presents a possible approach to 
doing this.  
 
Research efforts described by the model can either use an outside or an inside 
perspective depending on the main focus of the research. With an outside 
perspective, the focus is on the sustainability principles of relevance for a certain 
issue, and they are used as a basis for deriving a set of criteria with a higher level 
of operationalisation. These can then be used as an analytical framework which 
will be more specific than the sustainability principles themselves. This 
framework will thereby be more useful in pointing out how the sustainability 
concept can be turned into practice in relation to an issue of concern. To 
continue with an outside perspective, a new framework with an even higher 
level of operationalisation (and specification as well as detail) could be derived 
based on the former framework. Theoretically, it is possible to continue with an 
outside perspective until a very specific framework is derived that describes, in 
detail, how a specific issue could be characterised as sustainable. As the level of 
operationalisation increases however, the issue in focus must be more and more 
specified. A framework with a high level of operationalisation is thus less 
general and is applicable to fewer issues than a framework with a lower level of 
operationalisation.24 The basic assumption behind this is that the best way to 
apply the concept of sustainable development in a certain case is context 
dependent.  
 
If an inside perspective is used, focus is put on a specific issue, e.g. national fishing 
policies. This can be done with two different purposes. One is to develop the 
specific issue in relation to relevant sustainability principles or to an existing 
analytical framework with a higher level of operationalisation. By analysing a 

                                              
24 An example is useful to illustrate this: Let us assume that we have a set of rather general criteria 
for sustainable marine fishing based on some sustainability principles (e.g. the principles concerning 
the use and the distribution of resources and the precautionary principle). For deriving more concrete 
guidelines for marine fishing, one would probably have to use more context specific knowledge, e.g. 
concerning the function of the ecosystem and the society’s dependency on the fishing industry. To 
provide the knowledge needed for the guidelines, the issue would then have to become more 
specified, e.g. fishing of cod in the Baltic Sea.  
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specific issue based on such a framework, important deviations between the 
studied issue and the framework can be identified, which might provide an 
understanding of how the issue can be changed or adapted to meet the 
framework (and the sustainability concept). The other purpose is directly related 
to the development of the analytical framework (indirectly these research efforts also 
aim at developing a specific issue in relation to sustainable development). Such 
studies can provide answers to the important question: Does the analytical 
framework capture the main aspects of the current issue, or are important 
aspects missing from the framework? If important aspects are missing, this 
would indicate that the framework may not include the most relevant 
sustainability principles in relation to the studied issue. Another question that 
studies with inside perspectives may give an answer to, concerns the level of 
operationalisation of the analytical framework. Perhaps a higher level of 
operationalisation is needed for the framework to be of practical use for the 
issue of concern. See Table 1 for an outline of the various kinds of research 
efforts embraced by the model. 
 
Table 1. Different kinds of research efforts within the proposed research approach for the 
operationalisation of sustainable development. In the middle column there is no clear line between what 
can be said to aim at the development of the analytical framework or at a specific issue. The reason is 
that as the level of operationalisation of the analytical framework increases, the framework says more 
and more about how a specific issue should be developed in order to be in line with sustainable 
development.  
 
Research 
efforts within  
the model may have 
an/a: 

outside perspective inside perspective 

 
direct objective to 
develop an 
analytical framework  

Development of an analytical 
framework. The knowledge 
needed is mainly of a general 
and theoretical character. 

Development of an analytical 
framework based on knowledge 
gained from studying a specific 
issue (empiricism). 

 
direct objective 
to develop  
a specific issue 

 Development of an analytical 
framework with a very high 
level of operationalisation. 
Knowledge from all over the 
general-contextual spectrum is 
needed. 

Development of a specific issue 
based on an analytical 
framework. The knowledge 
manifested within the 
framework is used together with 
an understanding of  
the specific issue.  
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On the sustainability principles 

As explained previously, a key feature of the model is the use of such principles 
or dimensions of sustainable development that are generally adopted within the 
research community. In a recent literature survey seven such principles were 
identified (e.g., Bellamy et al. 1999, Berke 2000, Costanza et al. 2000, Daly 1990, 
Gudmundsson and Höjer 1996, Jepson. 2001, Wagner et al. 2002):  
 

• use resources within the limits of nature’s carrying capacity25 
• distribute resources equitably, with regard to time and space 
• use of management approaches that are based on participation 
• use of management approaches that are holistic/integrative and strategic 
• use of management approaches that are future-oriented with long term 

perspectives 
• adoption of the precautionary principle  
• adoption of the polluter pays principle  
 
In order to fully relate an issue to sustainable development, it would be necessary 
to use all the sustainability principles as a basis for the work. As indicated in 
Figure 1 however, the question of which principles are the most important in 
relation to the issue of concern generally has to be considered. The reason is 
that applying all principles would be an enormous task and that practical 
circumstances often limit the scope of research efforts. In working in 
accordance with the model a very important first step here is thus to carefully 
select the sustainability principles of most relevance to the issue of concern. In 
doing so, it may be useful to think about the different characters of the 
sustainability principles. The first two principles above refer to a state where 
natural resources are used in the way that the carrying capacity of the 
ecosystems are not exceeded, and where resources are distributed equally both 
in time and in space. The rest of the principles (the ones that concern 
participation, integration, having a long time-perspective as well as the polluter 
pays and the precautionary principles) may rather describe a management 
approach or a process, see Table 2. An initial step in the identification of the most 
relevant principles is to characterise the issue in focus in terms of a process or a 
state. It may be presumed that principles of a certain character would be most 
relevant for issues of the same character. As the choice of principles is 
                                              
25 This principle is the one most commonly described in the reviewed literature. Depending on the 
standpoint chosen and the way in which it is formulated: e.g., we should live in harmony with nature 
(Berke 2000), within the carrying capacity (Counsell 1999, Counsell 1998), minimise disturbances in 
the water cycle (Wagner et al. 2002), minimise pollution (Wagner et al. 2002, Daly 1990) and use the 
non-renewables in a way that does not limit the opportunities of future generations (Gudmundsson 
and Höjer 1996, Daly 1990). 
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fundamental to the research that follows. and as it might not be obvious which 
are the most relevant principles for the studied issue, research efforts in 
accordance with the model must be characterised by openness in relation to 
knowledge and experiences that point at reassessing the choice of principles.   
 
Table 2. The sustainability principles can be divided into either “state”/”what” or “process”/”how” 
kind of principles  
 
Principles of “state” or “what” character Use of resources within carrying capacity 
 Distribution of resources in time and 

space 
 Long term perspective, strategic 
Principles of “management” or “process” Holistic, integrative 
 Participation 
 Polluter pays principle 
 Precautionary principle 

 

Interdisciplinarity 

In a recent report from the United States National Academy of Science 
concerning the facilitation of interdisciplinary research (National Academy of 
Science 2005), the following full-covering definition of interdisciplinarity is 
presented: 
 

“Interdisciplinary research (IDR) is a mode of research by teams or 
individuals that integrates information, data, techniques, tools, 
perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines or 
bodies of specialised knowledge to advance fundamental understanding or 
to solve problems whose solutions are beyond the scope of a single 
discipline or field of research practice.” 

 
It is also stated that for research to be truly interdisciplinary it is “[…] an 
integration and a synthesis of ideas and methods.”  
 
In order to derive an analytical framework by means of the tentative model, and 
to use that framework for the development of a specific issue, all knowledge 
relevant in operationalising the selected principles in relation to the issue must 
be used in an integrated manner. The scientific knowledge needed for the 
operationalisation of the adopted sustainability principles span a wide array of 
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disciplines. A basic feature of the research approaches described by the model is 
therefore its interdisciplinarity character.26 
 
The fact that research efforts described by the model must be characterised by 
interdisciplinarity is also in line with the argument that research on sustainable 
development generally requires interdisciplinary approaches (e.g., Schoot 
Uiterkamp and Vlek 2007, McMichael et al. 2003, Sneddon et al. 2002, Bradshaw 
and Bekoff 2001). Many arguments support this view, although it is mainly 
based on the understanding that issues of sustainability are inherently complex 
as they concern dynamic interactions between nature and society (Clark and 
Dickson 2003). 

                                              
26 Several authors have been engaged in characterising and classifying various approaches and 
processes within the development of knowledge concerning more than one discipline, e.g., van den 
Besselaar and Heimeriks (2001) Kinzig et al. (2000), Klein (2000) and Törnebohm (1977).  
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3 Methodology 

In this section the papers of the thesis are discussed in relation to the tentative 
model described in section 2.3. In this way the main research approach used in 
the thesis is presented. By relating the individual papers to the model, the 
methodological links between the papers are also described. After that, the 
specific method used in each paper is presented. 

3.1 Operationalisation of sustainable development  

The thesis related to the tentative model 

For four or perhaps five of the papers included in this thesis (III, IV, V, VI and 
possibly II) the research approaches might be described by the tentative model 
for the operationalisation of sustainable development described in section 2.3. 
For an outline of how the papers relate to the various types of research efforts 
described by the model, see Table 3. The approaches used in the papers can be 
described by the following characteristic features (see Figure 1): 
 

• specific issue of concern,  
• sustainability principles used,  
• level of operationalisation of the analytical framework,  
• standpoint chosen (outside perspective or inside perspective),  
• objective (development of a framework or of a specific issue).  

 
Paper II concerns some potential implications of the implementation of the 
Water Framework Directive (WFD) in Sweden. Only one sustainability 
principle, the principle of integration, is used as an analytical framework with a 
low degree of operationalisation. Referring to one principle itself as an analytical 
framework might of course be questioned. It is not obvious that this study falls 
within the scope of the tentative model. Three dimensions of the concept of 
integration – disciplines, values and actors – (identified by Jepson 2001) were 
however used as a basis for making conclusions in relation to the studied issue. 
These dimensions may be seen as an analytical framework with a higher level of 
operationalisation than the principle itself. The reason for choosing the 
principle of integration here is that this principle is seen as one of the main 
ideas behind the WFD. In addition, integration is seen as a fundamental 
principle of sustainable management and planning (e.g., Counsell 1999, Bellamy 
et al. 1999, Jepson 2001). The study has an inside perspective as its point of 
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departure is the specific issue of the implementation of the WFD. The main 
objective of the study is the development of that issue in relation to the 
principle of integration. 
 
Paper III deals with the issue of planning processes for the sustainable use of 
water resources, in general terms. Paper IV deals with two specific issues: 
ongoing water planning processes in Sweden and the WFD as a piece of 
legislation which affects the performance of both Sweden’s and the other EU 
Member States’ planning processes. For both papers, the normative basis is 
broadened to include both the principle of integration and the principle of 
participation, which are highlighted as key principles in relation to the issues 
concerned (Counsell 1999, Wagner et al. 2002, Costanza et al. 2000, Rayner 
1999). The objectives of both papers are related to the development of an 
analytical framework with a higher level of operationalisation than the two 
principles themselves. In Paper III an outside perspective was used, as the 
principles were the points of departure for deriving a set of assessment criteria 
(analytical framework). In Paper IV an inside perspective was used as the 
specific issues were used as starting points for developing the assessment 
criteria, e.g. by investigating whether the derived criteria included all the main 
aspects of the issue under scrutiny.   
 
Papers V and VI concern the same issues as Paper IV – the WFD as an 
important planning context, and the ongoing planning processes in Sweden that 
follow from its implementation. As in Paper IV, both papers also use an inside 
perspective, taking the specific issues as starting points. The objective of both 
papers is however not the development of an analytical framework as in Paper 
IV, but instead to directly contribute to the development of the specific issues. 
The analytical framework used is the set of assessment criteria derived in Paper 
III, which is based on the principles of integration and of participation. The 
utilised framework thus has a higher level of operationalisation than the 
sustainability principles themselves. As it is applicable to all of the issues that 
fall within the scope of the general issue of planning processes for the 
sustainable use of water resources however, the level of operationalisation of 
the analytical framework used is still rather low. 
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Table 3. Characterisation of the research efforts in this thesis within the framework of research for the 
operationalisation of sustainable development 
 
Research 
efforts within  
the model may have an/a: 

outside perspective inside perspective 

direct objective to develop an 
analytic framework  

 
Paper III 

 
Paper IV 

direct objective 
to develop  
a specific issue 

 
 

 
Paper (II), V and VI 

 

3.2 Specific methods used in the individual Papers  

Papers I and II: Implications of the WFD in Sweden 

To predict some potential implications of the implementation of the WFD in 
Sweden, comparisons are made of different aspects of the water planning 
system before and after WFD implementation27. Although water administration in 
Sweden has been spread over a number of organisations and across many 
different levels, the main actors in respect of long-term water planning actors 
before the implementation of the WFD were the municipalities. These are 
therefore used as our basis for analysing the water planning system before 
implementation. In order to identify changes related to the implementation, 
comparisons are made between the WFD (EU 2000) and the domestic system 
for municipal physical planning, regulated by the Planning and Building Act 
(PBL) (SFS 1987:10).  
 
In Paper I, the contents of fourteen Master plans (municipal water and land use 
plans) are compared with the content of future River Basin Management Plans 
(RBMP) as prescribed by the WFD. The differences identified are seen as 
indications of changes in planning content and practice. In Paper II, the results 
of Paper I are complemented by means of an additional comparison between 
the regulated organisational structures for water planning before and after 
implementation. Previously, the main actors were the local municipalities, while 
after implementation the main actors became the new regional water 
administrations. Based on the identified changes, conclusions on the 

                                              
27 Papers I and II were both performed during the very early stages of the implementation of the WFD 
in Sweden. The new water administration (which today is called the Water Authority) had not yet 
started its commission. 
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implications of WFD implementation are drawn. By relating the identified 
changes to the sustainability principle of integration, conclusions are also made 
about the possibilities of attaining a more integrated water planning system in 
Sweden. 

Paper III: Assessment criteria  

In Paper III, a framework for the operationalisation of sustainable development 
in relation to processes for water planning is derived. A synthesis of the key 
aspects connected with the two concepts integration and participation is made 
based on a broad literature review. Through the synthesis, relevant areas of the 
literature are integrated to form a new whole (Kirkevold 1996). Rather 
differently from a traditional review, a synthesis therefore can lead to new 
results by making connections that have not previously been made (ibid.). For 
the synthesis made, focus is placed on the question of how to apply the 
principles of participation and integration in a planning process for regional 
water management. As the area of relevance spans several different disciplines, 
an interdisciplinary approach (as discussed in section 2.3) is used. 

Paper IV: Use and development of the criteria 

Two cases were used to illustrate the practical use of the assessment criteria. 
The cases were also used as a basis for discussing how the criteria might best be 
used and for discussing needs for further development. The focus was thus put 
on what the cases tell us about the criteria rather than what the criteria might 
tell about the cases. (The opposite perspective is used in Papers V and VI.) As 
the criteria are thought to be useful both in relation to planning processes and to 
their contexts, one case of each type was used to illustrate the criteria. The first 
case study concerned an assessment of the WFD (Paper V) and the second 
concerned an assessment of ongoing water planning processes in Sweden 
(Paper VI). As a complement to the understanding gained from using the 
criteria, the planners in study VI were also asked directly about their view of the 
criteria (“Do you think that the interview has captured the main aspects of your 
work?”).  

Paper V: WFD assessment 

In Paper V, the criteria (derived in Paper III) are used as a framework for 
analysing the WFD. The question is whether this new and extensive piece of 
legislation in itself provides support for processes for sustainable water 
management (as characterised by the criteria). Each criterion is analysed in 
relation to relevant parts of the legal document itself. 
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Paper VI: Assessment of current processes in Sweden 

In order to understand the prospects for sustainable water planning processes in 
Sweden, key persons responsible for setting up and running the planning 
processes that follow from the implementation of the WFD were interviewed. 
The interviews were undertaken during spring 2007, when the planning 
processes following from WFD implementation were already up and running. 
Altogether 13 interviews were conducted including one with each of the five 
water directors, each head of one of the five new super-regional Water Districts 
in Sweden, and eight planners, each representing one of the regional counties of 
the West Sea Water District (Västerhavets vattendistrikt). 22 interview questions 
was formulated from the assessment criteria presented in Paper III. The 
interviews were semi-structured28 and lasted between one and two hours. The 
questions were formulated to understand how the current and future planning 
processes in fact are and will be shaped. Due to the early stage of 
implementation, many questions were also formulated to understand the 
planner’s views in relation to specific criteria-related issues. Seven of the 
interviews were conducted by telephone and a further six in the context of face-
to-face meetings. The interviews were recorded and after the interview, 
interviewees were given the opportunity to review a written summary of the 
answers. 
 

                                              
28 The questions were used as a basis for a rather free flowing conversation. 
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4 Results and conclusions in relation to the three objectives 

In this section, results, discussions and conclusions from the six papers are 
outlined. The presentation is structured by the three objectives set out above. 

4.1 Water planning in Sweden and the implementation of the Water 
Framework Directive (Objective A) 

Before and after the implementation of the WFD – expected changes 
(Papers I and II) 

Papers I and II identify a number of differences between the old regime for 
water planning in Sweden and the one that is currently emerging (before and 
after the implementation of the WFD). In terms of organisation, three important 
changes are identified (Paper II). The most obvious difference is the change of 
geographical planning unit, from the municipal boundaries to the boundaries of 
the River Basin Districts. This change represents a shift from a purely 
administrative to a more natural regional basis for water planning. Secondly, the 
290 geographical units for water planning have been reduced to five. This 
entails a tremendous change in scale, with water planning taken away from the 
very local level and introduced to a super-regional level based on large regions. 
As described in the final Paper (VI), the five large regions are complemented 
with a regional level where the county administrations (about 20 in number) 
have been given an important role in the undertaking of the practical planning 
work. While this makes the change in terms of geographical scale less radical, a 
change from 290 to 20 is still a significant shift. The so-called Water Councils, 
intended to be established at sub-catchment levels, might work as important 
local actors, but they will not be appointed with any formal power or 
responsibility. Thirdly, instead of an integrated approach to the planning of land 
and water, these issues are now to be handled separately. The municipalities will 
still have an important role to play in planning issues relating to land and water 
within their territories, but the new water planning system will limit their formal 
power substantially. Water planning will be performed separately on a regional 
level influencing municipal physical planning from above. 
 
The comparison of municipal master plans and the prescribed content of future 
River Basin Management Plans (RBMP) (Papers I and II) indicate that the 
implementation of the WFD will also bring about significant changes in content, as 
the municipal plans only contain the issues prescribed for the future RBMP to a 
relatively low extent. In the rating system used for the comparison, the highest 
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total score possible was 24 for a municipal master plan (which represents full 
coverage of the content of the future RBMP), while most of the studied plans 
actually scored less than 8, with the highest score being only 12. 
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Figure 2. Degree of similarity between the prescribed content of a River Basin Management Plan 
(RBMP) and the studied municipal master plans. High frequencies for low scores mean low similarity 
between the RBMP and the master plan. See Table 2 in Paper II for an explanation of the scoring 
system. 
 
Exactly how the different areas of content (AOCs) prescribed by the WFD 
were represented in the master plans varies, see Figure 2. Besides the issue of 
the identification of protected areas, most AOCs were handled to a 
presumably29 lesser extent in the municipal plans. The areas of monitoring, 
environmental objectives and economic analysis are either touched upon very 
briefly or not mentioned at all in the municipal master plans, while the general 
description of the district, the summary of significant pressures and impacts 
from human activity, the summary of the Programme of measures and the 
summary of public consultation were each handled to a slightly greater extent.  

                                              
29 ”Presumably”, since the Master plans were compared against the prescribed content of an RBMP.  
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Potential implications (Papers I and II) 

The concept of Integration is used as a point of departure in discussing the 
potential implications of the identified changes that follow from the 
implementation of the WFD. As argued previously, integration is a key 
dimension of sustainable development, and as the WFD claims to be a tool for 
sustainable water use – to a large degree based on the application of a more 
integrated approach to water management – the concept is a suitable basis for 
the discussion. The question is whether the implementation of the WFD in 
Sweden will contribute to a more integrated approach to water management? 
 
According to Jepson (2001), integration can be obtained across actors, across 
values and across knowledge. In regard to the changes in content, many of the 
expected changes seem to increase the potential for integration, especially in 
relation to knowledge. Increased efforts to describe the waters of the River 
Basin District, description of pressures and impacts from human activities, 
increased monitoring efforts and the new economic analysis are all factors that 
will increase the knowledge base for the work. The expected extension in 
participatory efforts does not only have the potential to contribute knowledge 
to the process (e.g., Olsson and Folke 2001), but may also contribute values and 
perspectives (e.g., Hemmati 2002, Söderbaum 2003). Another potentially 
positive effect from the expected increase of public involvement is that it might 
counterbalance the decline in legitimacy related to WFD implementation30. For 
the increase in participatory activities to bring positive effects in terms of both 
the contribution of knowledge and values to the process and the contribution 
of legitimacy, procedures for democratic participation must be developed. This 
is an important basis for a successful implementation since participatory 
procedures are currently lacking in Swedish water planning (Gullstrand et al. 
2003).  
 
The identified organisational changes point in different directions, both towards an 
increasing and towards a decreasing potential for integration. The change in 
geographical planning unit from a purely administrative one, such as the 
municipal territory, to a more natural unit, such as the River Basin District, can 
be seen to imply an increased potential for integration. From a natural or water 
management perspective this change clearly increases the chances of achieving 

                                              
30 For a discussion of legitimacy in relation to the implementation of the WFD in Sweden, see 
Lundqvist, 2004b. For more general discussions on the problems of legitimacy and democracy 
related to the implementation of EU policy in the Member States, see for example Heinelt 2002, 
Schmidt 2002 and Elander 2002.  
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an integrated and thus sustainable management of resources (Barrow 1998). On 
the other hand, the change also implies a divide between land and water 
planning, as pointed out by the national Board of Housing and Planning 
(Boverket 2004). In the new organisational order, water management is lifted out 
of the former system where land and water are treated together in municipal 
physical planning. One could still argue that the change is not a drawback, 
assuming that the water management induced by the WFD is comprehensive in 
character and connections between land and water will still be made. But as 
most of the development of the physical environment is steered by the 
municipalities, it would still be difficult to argue that the change is not 
‘disintegrative’ in terms of the management of land and water. Since the 
physical, chemical and ecological water qualities are closely related to land use 
through the hydrological system, the effective management of water must 
include the management of the surrounding landscape. To compensate for this, 
new and workable forms of co-operation between the Water Authorities and 
the municipalities within their River Basin Districts are vital.  
 
Modes for co-operation between the local, regional and super-regional scales are 
also crucial for the change in administrative scale to have positive effects. 
Including all lakes, wetlands, ground waters, rivers and streams within a large 
river basin represents a holistic approach since the hydrological system is treated 
as a whole, including its different sub-systems or sub- river basins. Wide system 
limits should increase the possibilities to include more of the important factors 
that affect the system, which is a precondition for an integrated approach. But 
increasing the scale may also render the integration of local knowledge of the 
local environment a more difficult task. As understanding of the processes and 
activities at both the local and the regional scales is necessary for a 
comprehensive view of the system to be managed (Cash and Moser 2000), 
increasing the scale will not be enough to ensure an integrated approach. As the 
answer is to link these scales (ibid., Olsson and Folke 2001), the solution is again 
to establish robust forms of co-operation between the concerned authorities. 
The ways in which the general public and other concerned actors can be more 
fully included in the planning process are also dependent on the management 
scale. As the scale increases as a result of the implementation of the WFD, 
forms of participation adapted to the larger scale must be used.  



 42 

Prospects for sustainable water planning processes in Sweden (Paper VI) 

The last paper presents an analysis and assessment of the ongoing water 
planning processes that follow from the WFD regulations. The collection of 
data was undertaken two and a half years before the completion of the first 
planning cycle and the establishment of the first River Basin Management Plan. 
A summary of the findings is presented in Table 4. 
 
Table 4. The table provides a brief summary of the results from the interview-study. 
 
Criteria Brief summary of result 
KNOWLEDGE 
 
A. Integration of 
knowledge from all 
relevant disciplines 
 
 
B. The handling of 
different views of 
knowledge 
 
C. The handling of 
different kinds of 
uncertainty 
 
 
F. The inclusion of 
knowledge owned by 
relevant actors 

 
 
The issue is handled in a rather unbalanced manner. New and 
existing knowledge from the natural sciences and from neo-
classical economics are well represented in the process whereas 
knowledge from other disciplines is, on the whole, absent. 
 
No strategy exists for the handling of barriers to multi-
disciplinarity.  
 
 
Various kinds of uncertainties colour both the long term and the 
daily work. Many of the uncertainties are currently not handled in 
a systematic manner. The main strategy is to apply a pragmatic, 
‘learning–by doing’ approach to the work. 
 
Different forms of participation are encouraged. Through these, 
concerned actors can attempt to react to preliminary reports 
provided by the authorities. 

VALUES 
 
D. Identification of the 
most relevant values /  
E. Rational 
argumentation based 
on the identified 
values, relating them 
to alternative choices 
in the planning process 
 
G. The inclusion of the 
ideological orientations 
represented by 
relevant actors 

 
 
Methodologies where values are identified and explicitly related 
to the planning process will not be used in the first planning cycle. 
Knowledge of such methods is lacking among the current staff 
complement. Cost efficient analyses will be used in relation to the 
granting of exceptions and to the identification of measures.  
 
 
 
 
Different forms of participation are encouraged. How the 
ideological orientations/values of the participants are going to be 
included in the planning process is not however handled 
systematically. 
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DEMOCRATIC 
PARTICIPATION 
 
H. Participation in the 
most critical phase(s) 
of the process 
 
 
 
I. A procedure for 
defining the actors who 
should be involved 
 
 
J. The handling of 
power asymmetries / 
K. Procedures that 
ensure that ideological 
orientations are not 
suppressed (for 
consensus based 
processes) 
 
L. Learning 

 
 
 
Looking at the whole process - from the early stages of mapping 
and classification to the Programme of measures – it seems that 
concerned actors will be engaged both early and late in the 
process. Concerned actors will mainly be engaged when 
preliminary reports are at hand. 
 
Interests represented in the councils are determined by 
interaction between council initiators and administration officials. 
The officials generally refer to the main economic interests, such 
as industry, agriculture, forestry and water and sewage plants as 
the concerned actors.  
 
Currently little effort is being made to address the question of 
power imbalances related to participatory activities. The planners 
feel they should not “interfere” in the internal functioning of the 
water councils.  
 
 
 
The main strategy here is to present the work pedagogically for 
the councils, in written reports, on web-sites and in oral 
presentations. Another strategy, for learning within the new 
administration, is to apply a general pragmatic’/learning–by-
doing’ approach to the work.   

 
In the results, three interrelated themes can be identified, where the 
respondents’ understanding of their ongoing work in relation to the criteria are 
problematic, in terms of meeting the criteria. The first concerns the handling of 
the various uncertainties that permeate the work, the second concerns planning 
as a political process, which is closely related to how values are handled, and the 
third concerns the use of knowledge in the planning processes. 
 
There are many kinds of uncertainties characterising the current work – 
uncertainties related to the characterisation and definition of environmental 
objectives, to the juridical and the economic system for water planning and to 
issues of participation. Some of the current thoughts in relation to the handling 
of the problem of uncertainties connected to classification and objective-setting 
indicate potential barriers to sustainable water planning. This has to do with the 
fact that the result of the classification/definition of objectives is highly 
dependent on the specific planner. Some of the planners’ perceptions in relation 
to this issue indicate that there is a need for a raise in understanding of their role in the 
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political process that they actually take part in. Part of the current strategies for 
handling uncertainties may however also be crucial for coming closer to 
meeting the criteria. A pragmatic view of the work prevails and the ongoing first 
planning cycle is in fact seen as a test cycle. Understanding the magnitude of 
complexity inherent in the work, and how the proper approach to handling 
many issues (that one currently does not know exactly how to handle) are 
context dependent31, it is wise not to provide detailed guidelines that should be 
followed in all regions. For the “learning-by-doing” strategy to be effective 
however one has to take advantage of the experiences continuously gained 
along the working process. This requires a systematic and well-informed learning 
approach, which is currently not applied32.  
 
The second theme is much related to the understanding of the role of the 
planner, as it concerns the understanding of the planning process as political. As 
weighting and priority setting among the various values and societal objectives 
related to water resources seem to be non-issues, indeed, planners do not seem 
to perceive water planning as political. This is presumably the reason behind the 
weak assessment result in relation to the following issues: 

 
• The main occasion for making value trade-offs provided by the WFD – 

the granting of exceptions (Art. 4.5) from the environmental objective of 
”good water status” – is not perceived as the very critical occasion for 
meaningful participation that it actually is. This seriously obstructs the 
possibilities of fulfilling criterion H (participation in the most critical 
phase(s) of the process). 

 
• How to methodologically handle values is not high on the planner’s 

agenda, as their mindsets seem to be focusing on the result of some kind 
of process for the handling of values, and how it can be implemented, 
rather than how that result came about. The criteria concerning the 
handling of values (D, G, E) currently seem far from being met. 

                                              
31 E.g. in many river basins of southern Sweden, different water users have been organised for a long 
time, mainly working with monitoring. Depending on whether such associations are already in place 
the conditions for developing new forms for collaboration vary significantly. Another example 
concerns the natural context: A classification method used in Finland works better in one of the 
northern Swedish water districts, than the one currently used in Sweden (which is more applicable to 
the agricultural landscapes of southern Sweden). 
32 The literatures on governmental learning (e.g., Manring 2007) and on adaptive management (see 
e.g., Folke et al. 2005, Holling 1978, McLain and Lee 1996, for an introduction to such literature) 
could provide valuable insights here on how to develop systematic learning processes within the new 
water authority organisations. 
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• If the work had been perceived as political, it would have been natural to 

engage seriously in the task of making the participatory efforts democratic. 
Although the interviewees remain very keen to encourage and support 
initiatives from below, the answers in fact show very little cognisance of 
the problems related to representation, power imbalances and 
consensus-processes. As a consequence, also the criteria mainly related 
to democratic participation (I-L) are far from being met.  

 
The third theme might explain much of the difficulties in relation to meeting 
the criteria pointed out within the first two themes. The fact that the knowledge 
of theories and methodologies in relation to participation and the handling of 
values is mainly limited to personal and professional experience has a significant 
influence on how the water planning mission is understood and performed. 
Consequently, the respondents do not show a good grasp of the issues typically 
of concern within disciplines of the social sciences and humanities. At this 
stage, the imbalance in terms of the knowledge base for the work probably 
explains much of the weak result in relation to the assessment criteria. As the 
work proceeds and the tasks change from characterisation and classification to 
the granting of exceptions and the establishment of programmes of measures, 
the lack of academic knowledge related to these tasks will probably become 
more evident. Hopefully ways of complementing the knowledge basis for the 
work even at such later stages will emerge. 

Conclusions and recommendations (Paper VI)  

In the political process that the work actually represents, the importance of 
scientific knowledge on how to work with values33 (criteria D to F) and how to 
create forms of participation and collaboration (criteria F to L), is clearly 
underestimated. In consequence, the main objectives behind participation – 
contributing new knowledge and perspectives to the process and the creation of 
legitimacy, acceptance or engagement – are actually at risk.  
 
The main recommendations arrived at are summarised below. If this practical 
advice is adopted the stature of sustainable water management work would be 
improved.  
 

                                              
33 Besides the knowledge required for the cost-benefit analysis requested by the WFD. 
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• The main advice proffered here is to complement and broaden the knowledge base 
called upon in the course of this type of work. Integrating relevant knowledge 
from the social sciences and the humanities is a crucial step to better 
meeting the assessment criteria. The disciplines of ecological 
economics, political science, environmental psychology and 
communication, as well as that of societal planning, can all potentially 
make a valuable contribution here. To facilitate the integration of 
disciplines people with multi-disciplinary knowledge are indispensable.  

 
• Create well informed systems for learning within the new water authority that take 

advantage of the experience gained by the planners. In time, and by 
means of the learning approach, enough knowledge and experience will 
be accumulated to help formulate more appropriate guidelines for the 
various tasks, e.g., how to report uncertainties in relation to 
classification, how to practically relate to the municipalities in their role 
as water planners, and how to determine what forms of participation 
are most useful under different circumstances.  

 
• Make efforts to raise awareness among the planners of their role in the political 

process. This is a basic requirement for meeting the criteria concerning 
values and democratic participation. 

 
• Make use of alternatives (to the neo-classical methods) for the handling of values. 

Such methods should simplify the open (not aggregated) and rational 
handling of values. They should also make it possible to explicitly relate 
the main values to alternative choices or pathways in the planning 
process, so that it is clear how they affect and/or prioritize among the 
concerned values. Making use of such practical methods34 may help to 
counterbalance the lack of theoretical knowledge in relation to the 
handling of values and participation.  

Overall conclusions (Papers I, II and VI synthesized) 

To conclude, the first and second studies show that the implementation of the 
WFD in Sweden will bring about significant organisational changes as well as 
important changes in regard to content. The organisational changes point in 

                                              
34 Multi-criteria types of methodologies (MCA) are well suited here, and these methods can also be 
combined with participatory efforts. For such examples, see Medonza and Martins 2006, Messner 
2006, Messner et al. 2004. 
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different directions in terms of the potential implications for a more integrated 
approach to water management, while the changes in content are assumed to 
affect that potential positively. It is argued however, that to be successful in 
terms of integration, the development of forms of co-operation between the 
concerned administrative organisations and the democratic involvement of the 
public and other concerned actors, are crucial issues for the new water 
administrations. Later assessment of the ongoing planning processes that have 
followed from the implementation of the WFD (Paper VI) has shown that 
these issues are still critical, but also that the importance of the scientific 
knowledge related to these issues is currently underestimated. The main 
recommendation would therefore be to balance the knowledge base available 
for the work by engaging experts from relevant areas of the social sciences and 
the humanities and persons with multidisciplinary backgrounds.  

4.2 Processes of sustainable river basin management – deductive criteria 
(Objective B)  

Outline of the derived assessment criteria (Paper III) 

The deductive assessment criteria are summarised in Table 5. A large part of the 
work of transforming the knowledge, contained within the theoretical and 
empirical literature on issues of integration and participation in relation to 
planning, into a practicable criteria framework was to structure the knowledge35. 
The structure of the current criteria is based on the following: Criteria A to E 
stem from the concept of integration. They are based on the idea that integration 
can be obtained across disciplines (A - C) and across values (D and E) (Jepson 
2001). Criteria F to L are directly linked to participation. The criteria are 
structured according to the main aims that are related to participation - 
increasing the quality of decisions, and generating the necessary commitment, 
legitimacy or acceptance (Hemmati 2002). Criteria F – G are mainly derived 
through looking at the first aim while criteria H to L mainly relate to the last 
one. The criteria connected to participation are much influenced by current 
thoughts on deliberative democracy. 
 
 
 

                                              
35 In so doing, simplifications need to be made which make the complexity of the issues less visible. 
When applying the framework for analysis or development however, an understanding of that 
complexity is very important. 
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Table 5. The table outlines the criteria, which are derived from either one of the concepts of 
‘integration’ or ‘participation’. For a thorough explanation of the criteria, see Paper III. 
 
Basic 
Concept 

Structural 
Component 

Criteria 
Planning methodologies/processes for sustainable river basin 
management must include, support or promote: 

Integration across 
disciplines:  

A: integration of knowledge from all relevant disciplines. 
B: handling different views of knowledge (e.g. positivist, 

  relativist).  
  C: handling different kinds of uncertainty. 
 across 

values: 
D: identification of the most relevant values.  
E: rational argumentation based on the identified values, by 
relating them to alternative choices in the planning process.  

Participation contributing to 
the process: 

F: inclusion of knowledge owned by relevant actors.  
G: inclusion of the ideological orientations represented by 
relevant actors. 
H: participation in the most critical phase(s) of the process. 

 generating 
commitment, 
legitimacy or 
acceptance: 

I: a procedure for defining the actors that should be involved.
J: handling of power asymmetries. 
K: procedures which ensure that ideological orientations are 
not suppressed (for consensus-based approaches). 
L: learning. 

 
Integrating knowledge and values into the planning process 
Practising sustainable river basin management implies taking into account the 
full breadth of the water-related ecological and socio-economic factors. These 
factors exhibit a highly complex system that has to be understood for informed 
decisions to be made. The fact that they are dependent on spatial and temporal 
scales in various ways magnifies the level of system complexity (Sneddon et al. 
2002). Different scientific disciplines address various parts of these complex 
systems, while no individual discipline can claim full coverage (Ludwig et al. 
2001, McMichael et al. 2003). As such, knowledge gathered from across all 
relevant disciplines needs to be integrated into the planning process (A).  
 
It is important here to acknowledge that epistemological bases vary. The 
positivist view of knowledge can be problematic when applied to resource 
management problems, as knowledge cannot be separated from values (Ludwig 
et al. 2001). Similarly, the relativist position becomes problematic if the notion of 
environmental problems as social constructs leads to neglecting the material threats 
they pose. The integration and use of knowledge in a planning process is thus 
inherently difficult. Conflicting views of knowledge as either objective fact or as 
only one potential weltanschaung are generally not commensurable. Integrating 
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different fields of disciplinary knowledge thus requires a conscious handling of 
these corresponding views of knowledge (B). 
 
The issue of knowledge also relates to the issue of uncertainty. The complexity 
inherent in regional water systems and their management makes it difficult to 
eliminate uncertainty whatever the time and resources spent on increasing our 
factual knowledge (Bradshaw and Brochers 2000). Furthermore, both time and 
monetary resources will be limited, making it difficult to gather and analyse the 
information that already exists. Uncertainty will then remain a regular feature of 
the decision-making process. This process must therefore be well equipped to 
handle different kinds of uncertainty (C).  
 
The handling of uncertainty, e.g. how to apply the precautionary principle, is also 
dependent on values (Costanza et al. 2000, Rayner 1999). People exhibit 
different backgrounds and experiences, have different roles and relationships 
and exist in various contexts. These are the conditions that shape our 
understanding of the world, and form our ideological orientations or value 
systems (Söderbaum 2000). A useful first step in rationally integrating vales into 
the planning process is then to identify the values that are most relevant in 
relation to the current issue (e.g. Keeney et al. 1990, Gregory and Keeney 2002) 
(D). These values forma a basis for rational reasoning throughout the process 
(Klosterman 1978, Rayner 1999). More specifically the alternative choices or 
pathways considered during the planning process correspond to different ways 
of prioritising among the identified values. Explicitly stating these approaches in 
prioritisation makes rational argumentation, based on the identified values, 
possible. (E)  
 
Participation - contributing with knowledge and values 
Types of knowledge other than those labelled ‘disciplinary’ are important in 
water resources management. Here participation has a key role. People living in 
(or in other ways related to) the local environment in focus are potential carriers 
of the information and knowledge needed to make informed decisions (e.g. 
Gadgil et al. 1993, Olsson and Folke 2001). Such local and contextual 
knowledge can act as a complement to the available expert or scientific 
knowledge, often more general in character. Local contextual knowledge is 
generally cultivated over time. Knowledge of the local ecosystem in question 
however, gathered from monitoring programmes or other types of rational 
investigation, often has a comparatively short timeframe. Thus, knowledge 
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owned by the relevant actors needs to be integrated into the planning process 
(F). 
 
The need to identify a set of values to use as a basis for rational argumentation 
was highlighted above. Here, the actors related to the water resources system in 
question can also play an important role. Participation is a logical consequence 
of the understanding that planning is not about finding a value-neutral, optimal 
solution to a problem. Hemmati (2002) concurs by stating that participation 
“aim[s] at multi-subjectivity rather than objectivity” (ibid pp. 44 and 300). 
Attaining the full picture requires some form of interaction with those actors 
who together represent the full array of perspectives or ideological orientations 
connected with the issue. Integrating these values into the process is crucial (G). 
 
The potential to affect the final decision varies between different phases of the 
planning process. In many cases, participatory activities are not undertaken until 
late in the planning process. This presents a significant barrier to effective 
participation (Diduck and Sinclair 2002, Palerm 1999). It is of both practical and 
principled importance that participatory activities are held when they can 
contribute most effectively to the planning process, namely, during its most critical 
phase(s) (H).  
 
A democratic process 
In addition, participation can also generate commitment, legitimacy and 
acceptance. An important approach here is to make the planning process 
democratic. The first priority then is to ensure that those who will be affected 
by a decision are able to influence it. As the planning context varies, the actors 
involved must be defined on a case-by-case basis. Any specific planning process 
must therefore entail a procedure for defining and identifying the necessary 
actors who should then be encouraged to engage themselves (I).  
 
An increasingly important issue within the context of democracy and 
participatory planning is that of deliberative democracy36, which is now a popular 
strand of democratic theory among scholars in environmental policy circles. 
The core elements here are rational argumentation and the idea that political 
problems can be resolved rationally (Wiklund 2002, pp. 53 and 58). All planning 
processes are however characterised by power inequalities (Flyvbjerg 1998b). 
This is again problematic when it comes to rationality, as the more power 

                                              
36 For a short introduction to the issue of deliberative democracy see section 2.2. 



 51

imbalances there are, the less room is left for rationality (Flyvbjerg 1998b, pp. 
228 and 234). In order to achieve rational communication, power asymmetries 
need to be addressed (J).  
 
Connected to deliberative democracy is the notion of consensus. The process of 
rational deliberation is expected to lead to the identification of common 
interests on which all involved are expected to agree. According to its 
proponents, consensual decision-making leads to good decisions and 
effectiveness (Kenny, 2000). As power imbalances are regular features of 
planning processes however, critics warn that certain social groups or 
ideological orientations might be systematically excluded from decision-making 
if the process is based on consensus (Flyvbjerg 1998a, McGuirk 2001). 
Consensus-based processes should therefore involve procedures to ensure that 
ideological orientations are not suppressed (K). 
 
Lastly, planning processes should be processes of learning37 (L). There are 
several reasons for this. For instance, issues of knowledge and learning are at 
the very core of democratic decision-making as democracy is based on the idea 
that all involved should understand the issue in question (Dahl 1998, pp. 37). 
Another reason relates to the issue of sustainable development. Case studies 
show that knowledge and learning can be both necessary and even sufficient 
conditions for people to act in more sustainable ways (Ehrlich et al. 1999, 
Schahn and Holzer 1990). Learning can also result in cultural changes and 
increased management capacity (Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007). 

The use of the assessment criteria (Paper IV) 

In order to determine the usefulness of the assessment criteria, their ability to 
measure the relationship between a studied planning process/context and the 
set of objectives is important. To be of more practical use, however, the 
assessment should also lay the ground for suggestions and proposals on 
measures that would improve the management effort. In Paper IV, the findings 
of two assessments are used to indicate the usefulness, and need for further 
development, of the criteria. The first assessment concerns the WFD as a 
regulatory context affecting how water planning is performed (see Paper IV). 
The second assessment concerns ongoing water planning processes in Sweden 
which follow on from WFD implementation (see Paper V).   

                                              
37 See Bennett and Howlett (1992) and Meadowcroft (1997) for overviews of the learning concept. 
Even if social learning embraces much of the general term used here, most of the other types of 
learning are also relevant (e.g. ’government learning’ and ’lesson drawing’).  
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As presented in relation to objectives A and C respectively, the results of the 
case studies show that one is left wishing for more, in respect of the ongoing 
planning processes in Sweden and from the WFD itself, with regard to their 
fulfilment of the proposed criteria. Even if this is an important conclusion, it is 
not very constructive and for most of us, it is not encouraging. When making an 
overall assessment, it is therefore useful to make a comparison. E.g., how has 
the legislation or the process evolved over time? - Does the WFD and its 
implementation, however far from meeting the criteria, represent an 
improvement38? The proposed criteria set might well be used for describing 
developments in planning processes and their contexts over time. 
 
Related to the conclusion above it is important also to understand that to set up 
processes that meet all the criteria is, even in theory, difficult. In reality, many 
factors make such ways of working nearly utopian. E.g., as Flyvbjerg argues, 
rationality and power are generally in opposition, and unbalanced power 
relations will always exist in a planning situation (Flyvbjerg 1998b). Thus full 
rationality, which is a basis for deliberative processes according to Habermas, is 
almost impossible to obtain. In practice, all participants neither have full, nor 
the same level of, understanding of the issue, they have varying monetary 
resources, and only some have administrative power. Under these 
circumstances, equality in terms of power is not a small issue. It is thus very 
difficult to set up processes that meet all the normative criteria (as supported by 
the findings in the case studies).  
 
The usefulness of the criteria, besides that for describing developments and 
trends, is dependent on the ability to work as a tool for developing planning 
efforts towards planning processes for sustainable use of water. The results 
from the case studies imply that they indeed can be useful for that purpose. In 
both cases, a number of practicable measures covering the whole criteria 
spectrum were identified and suggested. E.g., supplementary formulations in the 
WFD in relation to characterisation of the social environment and to the 
handling of uncertainties were suggested, as well as complementing and 
broadening the knowledge base within the new organisation for water 
administration in Sweden. If these and the other suggestions were put into 
practice one would surely come a lot closer to meeting the criteria. The two 

                                              
38 Many have found that the WFD represents progress in different ways. See Flynn and Kröger 2003, 
Grimeaud 2001, Hedelin 2005, Howe and White 2002, Kallis and Butler 2001 for such arguments. 
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cases thus show that the criteria are not only useful for indicating the 
relationship between the criteria and the planning process/context, but are also 
useful as a tool in developing them in the right (sustainable) direction.     

Further development of the criteria (Paper IV) 

During the course of several of the interviews for the assessment of the 
ongoing planning processes in Sweden the organisational system for water 
management was mentioned. As such issues are currently not included in the 
criteria, this suggests that the criteria in fact need to be complemented with such 
aspects. During the original derivation of the criteria, organisational aspects 
were found to fall within the concept of integration, which should be thought 
of across four dimensions: of actors, of organisations, of values and of 
disciplines (Jepson 2001). For different reasons, the organisational aspects were 
given less priority than the others, and were therefore set outside the scope of 
the criteria framework. Based on the interviews however, it seems that further 
work with the development of the criteria must concern how the various 
organisational aspects of natural resources management can be integrated into 
the criteria framework.  
 
At the end of the interviews undertaken in relation to the assessment of the 
ongoing processes in Sweden the respondents were asked explicitly about their 
view of the criteria. The answers provide a complementary indication of 
whether the criteria are based on the most relevant sustainability principles, and 
if the criteria framework need to be complemented with issues that fall within 
the scope of the selected sustainability principles. The answers could also 
indicate whether some of the current criteria are less relevant than others. The 
majority of the respondents thought that the most important issues in relation 
to their work had been covered during the interview, which suggests that the 
criteria do actually cover the main aspects of their work.  
 
Two of the respondents thought however that the interview had not covered 
issues of sustainability. These respondents clearly have a view that the aspects 
relevant for processes for sustainable water management are quite different to 
the factors represented by the criteria. The likely reason for this is that the 
respondents had expected more issues concerning the sustainable use and 
distribution of water resources, e.g., definition of the sustainable withdrawal from 
a specific water body, or a scheme for the allocation of water from an aquifer. 
Such issues are of a state rather than a process character, which is the character of 
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the sustainability principles used to derive the current criteria (see Table 2 and 
related text for explanation of the different characteristics). The main reason for 
basing the current criteria on principles that are of a process character was that 
planning and management are in fact processes. The sustainability principles 
that characterise a state would, according to this line of thought, be better suited 
to analysing the resulting plan. 

4.3 WFD as a tool for processes for sustainable river basin management 
(Objective C)  

Assessment results (Paper V) 

A brief outline of the results obtained is provided in Table 6. In spite of the 
good intentions, the WFD offers only weak, partial or no support to processes 
promoting sustainable water resources management. In fact, the WFD does not 
deliver unbridled support to any of the twelve criteria outlined above. The 
analysis has even revealed the existence of a potential barrier to effective 
participation (H), as environmental objectives are set from the beginning and 
thus impossible to influence for those entering the process at a later date.  
 
Table 6. The table summarises how each criterion is handled in the WFD. The WFD neither provides 
much support for processes of sustainable river basin management, nor puts up any formal barriers to 
such processes. 
    
Criteria Treatment in the 

WFD 
Comment 

A Integration of knowledge from 
all relevant disciplines 

Partial support, 
no formal barrier 

New and existing knowledge will 
be gathered and collated. Mainly 
natural sciences are requested. 

B The handling of different 
views of knowledge 

No support,  
no formal barrier 

The issue is not handled. 

C The handling of different kinds 
of uncertainty 

Partial support, 
no formal barrier 

Precautionary principle mentioned 
and applied in part. Implicit 
strategy to collect information.  

D Identification of the most 
relevant values. 

Partial support, 
no formal barrier 

Economic valuation is encouraged.

E Rational argumentation based 
on the identified values, 
relating them to alternative 
choices in the planning 
process. 

Partial support, 
no formal barrier 

The use of economic tools for 
decision support is encouraged. 
No other methodologies are 
encouraged. 

F The inclusion of knowledge 
owned by relevant actors. 

Weak support,  
no formal barrier 

Vague pronounced intention. 
Nothing on how. Focus on 
publication procedures. 
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G The inclusion of the 
ideological orientations 
represented by relevant 
actors. 

Weak support,  
no formal barrier 

Vague pronounced intention. 
Nothing on how. Focus on 
publication procedures. 

H Participation in the most 
critical phase(s) of the 
process. 

Weak support, 
partial barrier 

First publication three years before 
final plan. Focus on publication 
procedures, i.e. reacting to 
proposals. General objectives 
already set. 

I A procedure for defining the 
actors who should be 
involved. 

Weak support,  
no formal barrier 

Prescribes that all concerned 
should be encouraged to 
participate. The river basin as 
administrative border. No 
procedure for identification of 
actors. Nothing on non-human 
species or future generations. 

J The handling of power 
asymmetries. 

No support,  
no formal barrier 

The issue is not handled 

K Procedures which ensure that 
ideological orientations are 
not suppressed (for 
consensus based processes). 

No support,  
no formal barrier 

The issue is not handled 

L Learning. No support,  
no formal barrier 

The issue is not handled 

 

Recommendations – completion of the WFD and adjustment of related 
planning processes (Paper V) 

Stronger support for the twelve criteria would have increased the potential to 
attain sustainable management of water resources. The most effective way 
forward would be to supplement the legal framework39. The following ideas 
could contribute to stronger support for the criteria: 
 

• Request for characterisation of the social environment. In addition to knowledge 
of the natural water system, knowledge of the social system – as in 
different water claims, conflicts, perspectives, driving forces and 
relationships between stakeholders in the water district – provides an 
important basis for the political process that is water resources planning. 
Such an account could contribute to many of the criteria, particularly 
through the inclusion of knowledge from other relevant disciplines (A) 
and by identifying the values and actors most relevant to the process (D 

                                              
39 Grimeaud (2001) also points to the fact that further specifications would have increased the 
potential to put in place an efficient and sustainable EU water policy. 
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and I). Both for developing the analytical framework (as in Appendix V 
for the natural system) and undertaking the corresponding investigations, 
stakeholder theory could also make important contributions (see for 
example Mitchell et al. 1997, Grimble and Wellard 1997). 

 
• The requests concerning characterisation should also be supplemented 

with a request to define the main areas of uncertainty. Such a characterisation 
could be based on the phases in the planning process (as recommended 
by Klauer and Brown 2004) and would constitute the basis for an account 
of how the various kinds of uncertainties are dealt with. That account could be 
reported as an appendix to the River Basin Management Plans (RBMP). 
Such a supplement would probably increase the support for criterion C.    

 
• Extending the meaning of the term environmental objective to include the granting 

of exceptions. Admitting that water management is political makes it 
illogical to connect the value trade-offs to the making of exceptions. 
Defining objectives by legally prescribed procedures developed by 
natural science experts only seems even more illogical. This change 
requires that the main aim of the WFD be changed from protection and 
restoration of water (as in good water status) to sustainable use of water 
(which would probably imply protection and restoration of many 
waters). Such a change would directly contribute to criterion H.    

 
• A plan for participation. Since participation of concerned actors is a major 

instrument in legitimating EU policy (Heinelt 2002), and since it is 
clearly stressed by the WFD, it would be reasonable to request an 
account of how this task is undertaken. Such a request could highlight 
certain factors that should be accounted for, e.g., the forms of 
participation, the phases of the planning process where participation is 
prioritised, how problems related to power are handled, how knowledge 
and perspectives (values) owned by the participants should be included 
in the process, how issues of learning are dealt with etc. The plan should 
be revised continuously and summarised in the RBMP. Such a 
requirement would probably contribute to most of the criteria, and 
directly to the criteria F-L.  

 
Extension of the WFD should not however encompass detailed instructions for 
specific methods or procedures. Such instructions would be problematic both in 
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terms of the possibility of shaping successful participatory processes40 and in 
terms of the subsidiarity principle. Without conflicting with either however, it 
should be possible to develop the prescriptions further in relation to issues of 
knowledge, participation etc. Although natural conditions vary between and 
within Member States, the natural science experts engaged in developing the 
WFD found ways to provide detailed instructions on how to characterise the 
water and even define the objectives of the work. In the same way, it should be 
possible for experts from the humanities and the social sciences to formulate 
corresponding instructions for many of the issues currently handled in a 
fragmentary manner. 
 
The WFD is however what it is, and planning processes run in accordance with 
it are already starting to take shape across Europe. Moreover, as this analysis has 
also revealed no formal barriers to processes of sustainable water management are 
being put in place by the WFD. Therefore, a genuine possibility to nurture 
water management processes answering the basic sustainability intentions of the 
WFD, remains. Through focusing on the areas identified in this study, it is 
possible to design the planning process in a way that the lack of support for and 
the potential barrier to sustainable water management identified within the 
WFD can be successfully negotiated. E.g., in order to compensate for the 
problems related to participation and objectives that are set in advance (H), 
concerned actors should be engaged in a systematic process which undertakes 
to identify exceptions to the general objectives. Engaging experts from the 
social sciences and humanities in understanding the social planning context41 
and using alternative methods for the handling of values42 are examples of how 
a responsible authority could act in order to compensate for the weak level of 
support. 
 
It is too early to say whether the absence of formal barriers really provides a 
good enough platform for the promotion of sustainable water use, but many 
studies point to the fact that planners have at least been given more opportunity 
to perform effective and sustainable water management in comparison with the 

                                              
40 How specific participatory processes should be shaped is highly dependent on their context 
(Carpini et al. 2004). 
41 E.g., as in stakeholder analysis, described by Grimble and Wellard (1997) 
42 While the WFD focuses on neo-classical economic approaches to handling values, other methods 
can be used in parallel. Multi-criteria methodologies (e.g., Mendoza and Martins 2006, Messner 
2006, Messner et al. 2004) are important here while other methodologies, such as Positional Analysis 
first developed by Söderbaum (1982) may also be useful. The literature on identifying public values 
and making value trade-offs could also provide valuable ideas (e.g. Keeney 2002, Keeney et al. 
1990, Gregory and Wellman 2001, Howarth and Wilson 2006). 
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situation pertaining before the emergence of the WFD43. Even though the WFD 
does not fulfil the criteria used here (which represent principles set out for an 
ideal planning process) it may well represent significant progress in terms of 
sustainable water management. Developments in the years to come however 
will reveal whether the water authorities across Europe have been able to take 
on the responsibility that the WFD has placed in their hands. 

                                              
43 The basic change to the adoption of the river basin as the geographical planning unit, the use of 
binding goals, and the stipulation of the need for an economic analysis including a discussion of the 
cost recovery issue are all factors that point in this direction (Grimeaud 2001, Hedelin 2005). 
Furthermore, the fact that more information will be gathered (Flynn and Kröger 2003, Hedelin 2005, 
Howe and White 2002, Kallis and Butler 2001) is also positive, as is the widely perceived increase in 
the importance of the environmental agenda that the WFD itself is seen to represent, particularly in 
relation to Member State water policy (Kallis and Butler 2001, Howe and White 2002). 
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5 Discussion  

5.1 Contributions to planning and management for sustainable use of 
water resources 

In this section we take a step back in order to look upon the research 
undertaken from a broader perspective and to better relate it to the overall aim 
of the thesis as stated in the introduction: 

 
“The overall aim of the thesis is to contribute to our knowledge on 
planning and management for the sustainable use of water resources. 
Planning as a process is the focus, both in itself and in the organisational 
and legal contexts that affect how planning processes are performed”. 
 

So, in what ways does the current work contribute to the achievement of 
processes for sustainable use of water? 

The main theoretical contribution – the assessment criteria (Papers III 
and IV) 

The main theoretical contribution of this thesis is the proposed system of 
deductive criteria (presented in Paper III and applied and discussed in Paper 
IV)). This contribution has the potential to be generally useful and applicable 
and is not restricted to the cases studied here. As the criteria are very general in 
character they should in fact be applicable to all kinds of planning processes for 
river basin management in which the two principles of integration and participation 
can be considered as key aspects44. No further restrictions or assumptions were 
made during the synthesis made in operationalising the principles that would 
further limit the use of the criteria.  
 
The criteria can also be used to analyse different planning contexts or systems 
that include planning processes. The carrying out of a planning process is 
dependent on an array of context-related factors (Carpini et al. 2004, Lane 
2005), which may support or make planning processes characterised by the 
criteria difficult to carry out. Such a system is made up of various organisations 
with different roles and relationships, which all have their own organisational, 
professional and academic cultures. It generally includes several legal 

                                              
44 In the current literature on water/river basin management the general opinion seems to be that 
these principles are key aspects. (See e.g., World Water Council 2000, SIWI 2002, Barrow 1998, 
Falkenmark 2003, Loucks and Gladwell 1999, pp. 132, and Stout 1998.)  
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frameworks that act and interact in different ways, and it is connected to a 
governance system in which the government and other actors are interacting. 
The civic culture is another important aspect that influences the possibilities of 
attaining processes as characterised by the criteria (Lane 2003 discusses the 
importance of the civic culture for making deliberative democracy possible). 
These parts all affect and steer how planning processes within the system are 
carried out, and they also affect each other. In order to identify the most 
important barriers or potentials to achieving a planning process for sustainable 
water management, it is crucial to understand the corresponding factors for the 
planning contexts, as well as how these interact. Some examples of this are 
shown in the thesis. One example is the potential barrier identified in the WFD 
in relation to the criteria concerning participation in the most critical phase(s) of 
the process (H) (Paper V). This potential barrier probably explains much of the 
weak result of the ongoing planning processes in relation to the same criteria 
(Paper VI). Another example (from Paper II) is that the potential for the new 
water administration in Sweden to achieve integrated water planning is dependent 
on the development of forms for co-operation with the municipalities. The 
proposed criteria do not represent a complete analytical framework for the 
development of an all encompassing understanding of the characters and 
relationships of the different parts of a planning system, but as shown by the 
current work45 they may provide important insights into the issue.  
 
In the current literature on participatory approaches in planning and in river 
basin planning specifically, numerous studies already exist concerning the 
assessments of such approaches and how well they work46. Most commonly, the 
aim of these studies is to reveal how participatory approaches should be 
characterised in order to be successful (although success is rarely defined). On 
various occasions in recent years (e.g. in some of the introductions to the 
various papers making up this thesis) an attempt has been made to relate to 
these studies which demonstrate quite a different approach to the development 
of participatory processes. As that approach is by far the most dominant in the 
field, such studies are very useful for concretely explaining the contribution of 
the assessment criteria proposed here. There are two main differences between 
                                              
45 As shown in Papers IV, V and VI the criteria can be useful in analysing both planning processes 
and their contexts. In Paper V, the WFD, as a legal framework that steers the planning processes 
that follows its implementation is assessed. In Paper VI, the responsible planner’s views and 
perceptions in relation to the criteria complement their statements of the ongoing processes 
themselves. Important parts of the planning processes were still waiting to be conducted during the 
data collection period however.  
46 E.g., Blackstock et al. 2007, Leach and Pelkey 2001, Margerum 1999, Schuett et al. 2001, Vari 
2004. 
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the dominant approach and the one used here: one connected to the issue of 
inductive/deductive and one connected to the issue of scope. To start with the 
inductive/deductive one, most studies of participatory processes today take an 
inductive standpoint. This explains the difficulty of clearly defining the meaning 
of success related to the participatory approaches, which are often defined 
individually and implicitly by the participants themselves. Without saying that 
these inductive approaches are wrong or in any way less important, the claim is 
made here that deductive approaches are indeed an important complement. 
Using a deductive analytic framework is very useful when being normative, as 
when choosing sustainable development (or sustainable use of water resources) 
as the overall aim. Especially when it comes to operationalising the normative 
basis/defining the necessary circumstances or arrangements for putting it into 
practice, a deductive approach is the most effective. Instead of studying one 
case, and what the specific participants of that specific process say about which 
factors are important for what it is they define as a process for sustainable use of 
water, a deductive approach may take advantage of the most relevant literature 
(both theoretical and empirical) in the field. And while an inductive approach 
mainly aims at describing something in order to add to the growing number of 
studies that can later be used to make more general conclusions, a deductive 
approach can make use of all that collected knowledge, and relate it to a specific 
process for understanding how that process should be changed or adjusted in 
order to lead to the sustainable management of the river basin.  
 
Concerning the issue of scope, the current criteria significantly broaden the 
scope in comparison with the dominant approaches for participatory research, 
which generally focus on the issue of participation in and of itself. As noted 
previously, participation may well be a necessary means for the attainment of 
sustainable river basin management, but it can never be a sufficient one. The 
knowledge used for deriving the criteria is generally neither new nor contested, 
so what is new with the criteria is in fact the result of synthesising that existing 
and well grounded knowledge. Through the identification of connections and 
relationships between relevant areas of knowledge, that broad array of 
knowledge has been systematised and thus been made easier to use in an 
integrated manner.  
 
One example that illustrates the character of the criteria – both in terms of the 
inductive/deductive issue and in terms of having a broad scope or being 
synthesising – is the way to handle the conflicting views or positions taken 
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among many researchers concerned with participatory planning. The 
proponents of participatory methodologies point to the advantages of 
consensus decisions, a common feature of participatory decision-making and a 
central idea within deliberative democracy, which are thought to take advantage 
of the knowledge and perspectives of all involved participants and to be 
efficient in terms of implementation. The sceptics point to democratic problems 
and argue in addition that the fact that the persons involved in a process agree 
on something at one point does not prove that the decision is correct in relation 
to both established facts and to values and perspectives of all those who are 
affected by the decision. Kenney (2000) provides a thorough outline of the two 
positions taken within the field of water management. As the criteria are 
deductive, and since they stem from the concept of sustainable development 
and the principle of participation, it is impossible to abandon the idea of 
participation due to the problems identified by the sceptics. Having a 
synthesising character, the approach does not simply choose the proponent’s 
position, but instead takes advantage of the insights of both positions. The 
criteria are thereby based on the fact that participation is important in making 
informed decisions and in legitimising them, but also on the fact that for that to 
happen, several issues (e.g. as described by criteria H-L) must be successfully 
negotiated.  

Contributions of an applied character – specific recommendations 
(Papers I, II, V and VI) 

A significant part of the studies of this thesis (Papers I, II, V and VI) have 
resulted in practicable recommendations for enhancing planning processes or 
their contexts. In Papers I and II (concerning some potential implications of the 
implementation of the WFD in Sweden) it was pointed out that the 
establishment of forms of co-ordination and collaboration between the 
organisations belonging to the parallel water planning systems, is crucial e.g., in 
terms of effectiveness and legitimacy. It was also stated that the development of 
forms for the effective involvement of other concerned actors in the new water 
planning regime is, likewise, important. In Paper V (the assessment of the 
WFD), recommendations were made on how to complement or adjust to the 
weak support for processes of sustainable use of water resources provided by 
the WFD. Examples here include the request for the characterisation of the 
social water-related environment, and an extension of the meaning of the term 
environmental objective to include the granting of exceptions. In Paper VI (the 
assessment of the ongoing planning processes following WFD implementation 
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in Sweden) the most important recommendation was to extend the competence 
base for the work by engaging experts from relevant areas of the social sciences 
and the humanities. As these kind of recommendations constitute a major part 
of the findings of this thesis, and as they would certainly contribute to progress 
in terms of attaining planning processes for sustainable use of water, these 
recommendations can be seen as the second main contribution of the thesis. 
 
The importance of this contribution is however dependent on the realisation of 
the recommendations in the planning practices of Sweden and other EU 
Member States. Turning the recommendations into practice requires a positive 
and constructive approach rather than a negative critical one. An understanding 
of the magnitude of complexity inherited in the studied planning and 
management systems as well as a corresponding respect for the planners and 
other persons engaged in various parts of the water planning practice is also 
crucial. One could be patronising about the fact that one probable reason for 
the identified shortcomings in relation to issues of participation, is that the 
current staff engaged in the planning work generally lack the academic 
background relevant for handling these issues. Such an approach would 
however limit the possibilities for implementing the recommendations made 
here. Instead, focus should be placed on the fact that among the persons 
engaged in the implementation of the WFD there seems to be significant 
enthusiasm for the work and a desire to learn. The majority of the interviewed 
planners also seemed to have a genuine interest in, and an engagement with, the 
involvement of stakeholders in their work. This implies that the most important 
basis for developing the knowledge necessary to enhance their work in relation 
to participation is already in place.  

5.2 Multidisciplinary perspectives 

Talking of the complexity of the planning systems related to the thesis brings us 
to the third (potential) contribution made by this work. The studied planning 
systems can be reviewed from many different perspectives and scientific fields 
which are related to each other in various ways. Different questions are asked 
depending on the field of knowledge, and the resulting findings are useful in 
relation to sustainable development or to other purposes in various ways. In 
most of the papers of this thesis (Papers I, II, IV, V and VI) there are 
descriptions and analysis of the studied planning systems that might be useful 
for those specialised in related fields of knowledge. Here are some examples of 
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descriptions and results from the current work that might be useful for related 
areas of research: 
 
• It has been described here how the implementation of the WFD depends on 

various factors, such as the domestic planning legislation and organisation. 
The description and analysis of the WFD and of its implementation in 
Sweden (Papers I, II, IV, V and VI) might be useful as a case study in the 
field of implementation research. 
 

• Research about the importance of the academic background for the 
understanding, attitudes and ontology of persons or professions might 
benefit from Paper VI. Here, the attitudes or worldviews of planners most of 
whom have natural science backgrounds are described in relation to issues of 
values, knowledge and democracy.  
 

• Looking more specifically at the planning profession, it is of interest to the 
field of planning theory/research how planners perceive their planning 
mission and their corresponding role as planners.47 Also here, Paper VI 
might provide a useful case study. It indicates for example that the planners 
engaged in the new water planning regime have an apolitical view of planning 
and see themselves as natural science experts rather than, for example, as 
mediators in a negotiation process.  
 

• Research on ‘governance’, as a steering system characterised by a variety of 
structures and processes, may use parts of the current research as an example 
of the democratic implications of EU policy. Perhaps this can also be used as 
a case study in the development of knowledge on how governments (e.g. the 
EU or a national government), as influential actors of political systems 
characterised by governance, can act in order to support democracy. Papers 
V and VI can be seen to indicate that it might be a good idea to make 
legislation concerning planning more procedural in character, e.g., request an 
account of the actors involved in a certain decision-making or planning 
process. 
 

                                              
47 Philip Allmendinger (2002) provides a thorough overview of planning theory and alternative ways of 
looking at planning.  
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• Lastly, the criteria derived in Paper III might be applicable to planning 
processes other than those related to water. The reason for this is that the 
literature reviewed and synthesised for the development of the criteria was 
not limited to water planning. One possible field of application is processes 
of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), especially at the strategic level 
(Strategic Environmental Assessment, SEA). For such processes, the used 
sustainability principles (integration and participation) are of key importance, 
as EIA and SEA are said to aim at both integration of environmental aspects 
in planning, and at involving the actors that are concerned by the issue at 
stake (Hedlund and Kjellander 2007).       

5.3 Further research and methodological considerations 

Based on what is described in the introductory parts of this thesis, and on the 
small contributions made here in relation to that, it is clear that much work still 
remains to be done on the development of methodologies and practices related 
to participation in water planning. Important issues related to participatory 
planning are still waiting to be explored in more detail, e.g.: 
 
• In most of the currently used approaches for participatory planning in 

relation to water resources, the concerned interests are represented by some 
person(s) in the process. Methods for the direct involvement of the 
concerned persons are far less regularly explored. Today’s technical 
development should make such approaches practicable, and internet-based 
methods may have significant potential here, e.g., for creating and sustaining 
a civic culture in compliance with the ideas of deliberative democracy (see 
Lane (2003) for arguments of the importance of civic culture in relation to 
deliberative democracy). 

 
• Internet-based methods might also be useful for solving the currently 

unsolved problem of linking geographical levels with regard to participatory 
processes. The fact that decisions made at different levels are often strongly 
interdependent makes the co-ordination of the decision-making and 
planning processes at the different levels crucial for attaining effective and 
long-term legitimate processes. Here the issue of linkage between 
deliberative and participatory forms of democracy and representative 
democracy is of key importance. Current research on participatory practices 
in water planning usually lacks such considerations.     
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• Early involvement is highlighted as important in successfully integrating the 
knowledge and perspectives of the involved parties (Diduck and Sinclair 
2002, Palerm 1999). However, very few practicable approaches for early 
involvement are found in the planning literature. Therefore, participatory 
methods for handling issues of a more strategic character need to be 
developed. Without such methods, there is a risk that focus is placed on 
details that are in fact far less important than the choices made long before 
those details were formulated. This need was also underlined in the 
interviews with Swedish water planners (Paper VI). Most noted that 
participation in the early phases of the process was of the utmost 
importance. They also stated however that the difficulties of attaining 
effective participation in the early stages of a process made early 
participation practically impossible.  

 
In the Introduction it was argued that the majority of the participatory 
methodologies currently used were developed and assessed from too narrow a 
perspective focusing on only one of the adopted principles of sustainable 
development (participation). In relation to this problem, the derived criteria 
might be used as a basis for further research on the assessment and 
development of participatory planning methodologies, as this would widen the 
scope to include one other parameter (integration). Important aspects are still 
missing in the criteria framework however, as was previously indicated. 
Organisational aspects, which in fact fall within the scope of the concept of 
integration (Jepson 2001), are not yet included. In addition, the current criteria 
are only based on two of the sustainability principles pointed out above (see e.g. 
Table 2). It is not yet clear which of the principles it is most important to 
include in the extension of the criteria framework. According to the points 
made on the different characters of the principles (state or process) it would be 
reasonable to select one or several of the principles of process character. 
Further use of the criteria in relation to different planning cases might provide 
important insights in relation to which principle to select for further broadening 
the scope of the criteria framework. 
 
It would also be useful to develop the criteria further into a framework with a 
higher degree of operationalisation. The resulting criteria or guidelines would 
say more about how the sustainability concept could be implemented in water 
planning practice. In so doing, research approaches of the action type could be 
valuable, since they acknowledge the idea that in order to solve societal 
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problems, theoretical and general knowledge must be complemented by 
knowledge of a practical and contextual character. (For an introduction to 
action research, see e.g. Greenwood 2006) This idea fits well with the tentative 
model that a high degree of operationalisation of the analytical framework 
requires the use of more case-specific knowledge (see Table 1). 
 
Related to this is another research need implied by the current thesis. The 
derived criteria were shown to be useful in the assessment and development of 
the issue of concern here. This suggests that the development of analytical 
frameworks analogous to the one developed here, but related to other issues, 
could be important research tasks. A first step here could be to redefine the 
scope of the application of the current criteria framework (it was argued above 
that the current criteria might be useful in relation to planning processes other 
than those concerned with water, e.g. processes of SEA or of land use 
planning).  
 
Taking an even broader perspective, another important research issue concerns 
the tentative model outlined and applied in this thesis. The model was 
undoubtedly useful in explaining the research approaches used in the context of 
the various studies. Most importantly however the model provided structure 
and logic to the research process. The model also has the potential to act as a 
guide for sustainability research by supporting the structuring of existing 
knowledge and via the identification of knowledge gaps, and by pointing out 
possible ways forward for the filling of such gaps. As the model implies the use 
of interdisciplinary approaches its existence might also induce interdisciplinary 
research which is stated as crucial for research aiming at sustainable 
development (Schoot Uiterkamp and Vlek 2007, McMichael et al. 2003, 
Sneddon et al. 2002, Bradshaw and Bekoff 2001). 
 
Acknowledging the important potential of the model, it would be a valuable 
task to analyse and develop the model in more detail. The application of a 
theory/philosophy of science perspective would probably provide important 
insights here. Research on the model could concern the issue of knowledge use 
in relation to the model, and to the different types of research efforts described 
by it, see Table 1 (e.g. applied/practical or theoretical knowledge, inductive or 
deductive approaches). Here, the use of knowledge of a practical and contextual 
character in relation to the model is a key question. As argued above, the 
interaction of such knowledge with knowledge of a more theoretical character is 
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endorsed within approaches of action research and its specific importance for 
sustainability research is underlined by several authors (Clark and Dickson 
2003). Another issue concerns the sustainability principles. In the outline of the 
model above an initial attempt to systematise the principles was made which 
could be tested and further developed, e.g. in relation to the matching of issues 
and principles (which principles are the most relevant in relation to a specific 
issue), and in relation to the relationships and dynamics of the principles 
themselves48. 

                                              
48 E.g., can it be assumed that a process corresponding to the principles of process character, always 
(at least in the long run) will result in a state that corresponds to the state principles? It would be 
problematic if that would turn out not to be the case, as that would point to the fact that the generally 
adopted sustainability principles are inconsistent. If they were, the question of prioritising among the 
sustainability principles would be important. E.g., it might be argued that the state principles must be 
favoured in relation to the management/process principles, as it could seem reasonable that the long 
term access to drinking water is more important than democracy. 
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